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Despite	   the	   attention	   given	   to	   the	   role	  of	   the	  housing	  market	   in	   the	   constitution	   and	  
duration	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  in	  American	  cities,	  little	  is	  known	  about	  
the	   inner-­‐workings	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   within	   these	   neighborhoods.	   The	   kind	   of	  
housing	   professionals	   that	   populate	   this	   local	   economic	   world,	   the	   strategies	   they	  
develop,	   both	   orthodox	   and	   unorthodox,	   especially	   towards	   tenants,	   are	   deemed	   of	  
little	   interest	   by	   the	   dominant	   perspectives	   in	   the	   field,	   Human	   Ecology	   and	   Political	  
Economy.	   The	   shared	   intellectual	   movement	   behind	   these	   two	   widely	   different	  
theoretical	   perspectives	   is	   to	   understand	   how	   the	   city	   is	   mapped,	   how	   people	   and	  
activities	   come	   to	   be	   distributed	   in	   space	   across	   the	   city.	   In	   this	   agenda,	   low-­‐income	  
minority	  areas	  are	  seen	  as	  a	  residual	  geographical	  entity,	  something	  whose	  existence	  is	  
the	   effect	   of	   external	   forces:	   real	   estate	   brokers	   who	   steer	   households	   according	   to	  
race,	  white	  ethnic	   immigrants	  who	  flee	  to	  the	  suburbs,	  white	  middle-­‐class	  youths	  who	  
gentrify	   the	   inner-­‐city,	   downtown	   elites	   who	   disinvest	   from	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	  To	  focus	  on	  local	  actors	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  who	  operate	  within	  low-­‐
income	  minority	  neighborhoods	   requires	  a	   shift	  away	   from	  the	   traditional	  question	  of	  
spatial	  distribution.	  	  
Instead	  of	  framing	  the	  housing	  market	  as	  a	  spatial	  mechanism,	  this	  research	  looks	  at	  the	  
housing	  market	  as	  a	  set	  of	  varied	  economic	  circuits	  that	  plug	  into	  a	  local	  social	  life	  with	  
the	  goal	  of	  extracting	  money	  out	  of	  a	  local	  population’s	  housing	  needs	  of.	  In	  this	  view,	  
the	  empirical	  questions	  are	  the	  variety	  of	  economic	  circuits	  in	  which	  the	  poor	  and	  near-­‐
poor	  minorities	   are	   embedded;	   the	   economic	   roles	   that	   define	   these	   various	   circuits;	  
the	  strategies	  that	  are	  adequate,	  both	  for	  housing	  actors	  and	  for	  the	   local	  population;	  
the	  opportunities	   for	   upward	  mobility	   and	   the	   risks	  of	   downward	  mobility	   they	  offer;	  
the	  experience	  of	  hardship	   that	   emerges	   from	   these	   circuits.	   In	  brief,	   the	   key	   issue	   is	  
how	  the	  different	  modes	  of	  organization	  of	  a	   local	  housing	  field	  (a	  term	  more	  open	  to	  
variations	  than	  “market”)	  participate	  to	  the	  local	  process	  of	  economic	  differentiation	  in	  
low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  
The	  process	  under	  study	  can	  be	  conceived	  as	   the	  mutual	   shaping	  between	  two	   linked	  
ecologies	   (Abbott	  2005).	  On	  one	  hand,	   there	  are	  small	  and	   independent	   local	  housing	  
professionals.	  For	  these	  actors,	  the	  issue	  is:	  how	  can	  they	  meet	  the	  specific	  challenges	  
and	  seize	  the	  specific	  profits	  that	  stem	  from	  the	  economic	  project	  of	  making	  money	  out	  
of	  the	  housing	  needs	  of	  poor	  and	  near-­‐poor	  minorities?	  	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  there	  is	  the	  
ecology	   of	   the	   local	   population	   living	   in	   these	   neighborhoods.	   This	   population	   is	  
internally	   differentiated	   by	   class	   and	   by	   a	   myriad	   of	   support	   networks,	   which	   may	  
include	  formal	  organizations,	  such	  as	  lawyers,	  community	  based	  organizations,	  religious	  
organizations,	   or	   legal	   aid	   societies.	   For	   this	   population,	   the	   key	   question	   is:	   how	   to	  
benefit	   best	   from	   the	   housing	   field	   they	   face	   with	   the	   variety	   of	   resources	   at	   their	  
hands?	   The	   interactions	   of	   these	   two	   ecologies	  with	   the	   larger	   regulatory	   framework	  
shape	   the	   economic	   circuits	   that	   make	   up	   the	   housing	   field	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	  The	  outcome	  of	   such	   interactive	  process	  can	  be	  approached	   from	  the	  
inside	   –	   i.e.	   the	   inner-­‐workings	   of	   the	   economic	   circuits	   as	   seen	  by	   those	  who	  derive	  
money	  from	  them.	  It	  can	  also	  be	  seen	  from	  the	  outside	  –	   i.e.	  the	  economic	  structures	  
that	  people	  living	  in	  these	  communities	  face.	  	  
For	  almost	  three	  years	  (2009-­‐2012),	  I	  was	  embedded	  into	  an	  informal	  group	  of	  housing	  
actors	  operating	  in	  central	  Brooklyn	  and	  central	  Harlem,	  NY.	  This	  group	  is	  made	  of	  small	  
landlords,	  larger	  real	  estate	  investors,	  independent	  real	  estate	  brokers,	  several	  housing	  
lawyers	   and	   a	   criminal	   lawyer,	   construction	  workers	   and	   handymen,	   local	   community	  
leaders,	  and,	  more	  marginally,	  New	  York	  City	  agents	  and	  bureaucrats	  and	  tenants.	  My	  
research	   is	  an	  ethnographic	  study	  of	  this	  group,	  which	   I	  call	  “Larry’s	  clique”.	   It	  yielded	  
three	  main	  results.	  First,	  the	  local	  housing	  field	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  is	  
segmented	   between	   the	   “housing	   market”	   and	   the	   “housing	   game”.	   In	   the	   “housing	  
market”	  economic	  dynamics	  fall	  within	  the	  boundary	  of	   institutional	  regulations.	  Roles	  
and	   strategies	   are	   encapsulated	   in	   common	   terms	   like	   “tenant”,	   “landlord”,	   “housing	  
lawyer”,	  “real	  estate	  broker”	  etc.	  Next	  to	  this	  institutionalized	  housing	  market,	  exists	  a	  
predatory	   segment,	   which,	   following	   the	   people	   I	   have	   observed,	   I	   call	   the	   “housing	  
game”.	   In	   this	  second	  segment,	   institutionally-­‐proscribed	  modes	  of	  making	  money	  are	  
common,	   formal	  economic	   roles	   are	   transformed	  and	  new	  categories	  emerge	   such	  as	  
“the	  professional	  tenant”,	  “the	  foolish	  landlord”,	  “the	  predatory	  machine”,	  “the	  tenant	  
who	  plays	  the	  game	  right”;	  new	  boundaries	  between	  fair	  and	  unfair	  business	  practices	  
are	  drawn;	  and	  the	  texture	  of	  ordinary	  economic	  transactions	  is	  not	  one	  of	  middle-­‐class	  
doux-­‐commerce,	  but	  one	  of	  incivility	  and	  verbal	  violence.	  	  
Second,	   the	  housing	  game	  sheds	  a	  new	   light	  on	   the	   local	  economic	   life	   in	  which	  poor	  
and	   near-­‐poor	   minorities	   are	   embedded.	   I	   have	   observed	   the	   formation	   of	   patrons-­‐
clients	  ties	  between	  local	  housing	  actors	  of	  the	  “game”	  and	  the	  local	  population.	  Patron-­‐
clients	   ties	   are	   a	   classic	   structure	   in	   the	   social	   scientific	   literature.	   However,	   it	   is	   a	  
vocabulary	   that	   has	   disappeared	   from	   the	   scholarship	   on	   the	   contemporary	   forms	   of	  
American	   poverty	   and	   near-­‐poverty.	   My	   research	   brings	   back	   this	   vocabulary.	  
Associated	  to	  this	  form	  of	  relation	  is	  a	  particular	  experience	  of	  hardship.	  The	  poor	  and	  
near-­‐poor	  who	  come	  in	  contact	  with	  the	  housing	  game	  experience	  the	  world	  as	  full	  of	  
concealed	   riches	   that	   can	   be	   unlocked	   through	   personal	   yet	   distrustful	   relations	   of	  
dependency.	   In	   this	   worldview,	   people	   shift	   quickly	   from	   being	   friend	   to	   being	   foe,	  
double-­‐agents	  are	  constant	  worries,	   simple	  questions	  as	  who	  works	   for	  whom	  receive	  
unstable	  answers,	  and	  hubristic	  anger	  and	  joy	  accompany	  expectations	  of	  high	  rewards,	  
of	   rainfalls	   of	   money,	   and	   feelings	   of	   being	   robbed.	   In	   this	   deeply	   personalistic	  
worldview,	   something	   key	   is	   obliterated	   from	   the	   eyes	   of	   the	   people:	   it	   is	   the	  
marginality	  of	  most	  of	  the	  actors	  I	  have	  observed	  from	  larger	  formal	  organizations	  and	  
bureaucracies	   that	   chiefly	   affect	   the	   distribution	   of	   economic	   rewards	   in	   the	   housing	  
market.	  
Third,	  the	  housing	  game	  is	  not	  a	  well-­‐ordered	  underworld	  in	  the	  tradition	  of	  the	  Chicago	  
School.	  It	  is	  not	  a	  sub	  economic	  system	  with	  its	  own	  parallel	  culture	  and	  practices.	  The	  
real	   mode	   of	   existence	   of	   this	   economic	   world	   has	   much	   less	   substance.	   Economic	  
actors	   in	   the	   housing	   game	   are	   haunted	   by	   feelings	   of	   inefficacy	   and	   amateurism.	  
Beyond	  the	  scams,	  the	  predatory	  attempts,	  the	  shouts	  and	  the	  insults	  in	  Housing	  Court,	  
beyond	  the	  moralizing	  discourses	  about	  who	  “abuses	  the	  system”	  and	  who	  deserves	  to	  
be	  “fucked”,	  beyond	  all	  this	  gesticulation,	  people	  of	  the	  game	  have	  the	  nagging	  feeling	  
of	  being	  stalled.	  The	  economic	  life	  of	  the	  housing	  game	  fights	  by	  all	  means	  necessary	  the	  
actors’	  creeping	  experience	  of	  passivity,	  helplessness,	  and	  low	  self-­‐efficacy	  –	  but	  it	  is	  not	  
always	  successful.	  The	  vocabulary	  of	  the	  “game”	  indicates	  not	  only	  the	  distance	  with	  the	  
institutionalized	  housing	  market,	  but	  also	   the	  dramaturgy	  of	   this	  economic	  world,	   the	  
layers	  of	  meaning	  and	  symbolic	  practices	   that	  cover	  up,	  but	  only	   in	  part,	   the	   fact	   that	  
the	   game	   does	   not	   fully	   work,	   does	   not	   bring	   the	   expected	   rewards.	   The	   concealed	  
riches	  of	  the	  world	  remain	  out	  of	  reach.	  
The	   intellectual	   posture	   behind	   this	   research	   is	   the	   reconstruction	   of	   economic	  
categories	  through	  intimate	  ethnographic	  observations.	  Such	  reconstruction	  requires	  an	  
epoché	   (i.e.	   a	   suspension)	   of	   the	   common	   modes	   of	   description	   of	   economic	   life	  
inherited	   from	   both	   economics	   and	   legal	   studies	   and	   from	   the	   regulatory	   framework	  
that	   supervises	   the	   “market”.	   This	   research	   is	   the	   occasion,	   then,	   to	   interrogate	   the	  
place	   of	   rich	   narratives	   and	   close	   descriptions	   in	   the	   study	   of	   economic	   life.	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The	   present	   research	   started	   in	   fall	   2008.	   After	   a	   year	   of	   fieldwork,	   I	   had	   my	  
breakthrough.	   In	   fall	   2009,	   I	   met	   the	   people	   who	   are	   the	   center	   of	   this	   work,	   Larry,	  
Andes	   and	   the	   clique.	   I	   spent	   almost	   three	   years	   following	   the	   economic	   life	   of	   this	  
group.	   Writing	   the	   dissertation	   took	   almost	   two	   years	   and	   a	   half,	   and	   the	   whole	  
research	  was	  completed	  in	  five	  year	  and	  a	  half.	  Before	  that	  I	  did	  three	  years	  of	  graduate	  
school,	   learning	   to	   speak	   and	   write	   in	   English,	   socializing	  myself	   to	   the	   US	   academic	  
system.	  This	  text	  is	  the	  product	  of	  eight	  years	  and	  a	  half	  of	  my	  life.	  
Therefore,	  I	  must	  express	  gratitude	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  support	  and	  patience	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  all	  parties	  involved:	  
Larry,	   Andres	   and	   all	   my	   research	   subjects,	   the	   sociology	   department	   at	   Columbia	  
University,	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  my	  family	  and	  friends.	  Thank	  you	  all.	  
Larry	   gave	   me	   access	   to	   his	   world.	   I	   hope	   the	   portrait	   of	   him	   that	   emerges	   in	   the	  
following	  pages	   is	   true	  to	  Larry’s	  complexity,	  smarts,	   turpitudes	  and	  humanity.	  Andres	  
was	  both	  a	  companion	  and	  a	  key	   informant.	  We	  had	   fun	  even	  when	  we	  had	  disputes	  
and	  petty	  behaviors.	  I	  thank	  him	  for	  always	  calling	  me	  back.	  I	  also	  thank	  all	  the	  people	  I	  
met	  doing	  fieldwork	  with	  Larry	  and	  Andres,	  Nicholas,	  Erin,	  Marie...	  My	  key	  objective	  is	  
to	  chronicle	  as	  faithfully	  as	  I	  can	  these	  lives,	  while	  preserving	  anonymity.	  Larry,	  Andres,	  
you	  shared	  with	  me	  more	  than	  most	  people	  do	  with	  close	  friends.	  You	  showed	  me	  both	  
the	  ugly	  and	  the	  beauty	  of	  your	  lives.	  I	  tried	  to	  depict	  what	  you	  were	  showing	  me.	  “Look	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Clement,	  you	  don’t	  understand”,	  you	  kept	   telling	  me.	   I	  hope	   I	  describe	  accurately	   the	  
reality	   you	  were	  pointing	   to.	   There	   is	   a	   good	  book	   to	  write	  out	  of	   the	   time	  we	   spent	  
together.	  	  
The	   Sociology	   department	   at	   Columbia	   University	   is	   the	   home	   of	   many	   wonderful	  
scholars.	  I	  thank	  the	  whole	  department	  of	  sociology	  for	  taking	  the	  risk	  of	  accepting	  my	  
application	  from	  France.	  	  	  
At	  Columbia	  University,	  Prof.	  Sudhir	  Venkatesh	  took	  me	  under	  his	  wing	  when,	   in	  third	  
year	  of	  grad	  school,	   I	  was	   lost.	  He	  made	  me	  discover	  and	   love	  ethnography,	  both	  as	  a	  
mode	   of	   research	   and	   a	   mode	   of	   writing	   social	   sciences.	   He	   gave	   me	   the	   taste	   and	  
intuitive	   judgment	   for	   good	   ethnographic	   research,	   something	   that	   only	   a	   couple	   of	  
other	   scholars	   across	   the	  US	   could	  have	  done.	  His	   attention	   to	  narrative	  as	  a	   form	  of	  
argument	   is	  an	   insight	   I	  keep	  exploring.	   I	  wish	  we	  could	  have	  shared	  more.	   I	  hope	  we	  
will	  work	   together	   in	   the	   future.	  Prof.	  Shamus	  Khan	  has	  been	  of	   tremendous	  support,	  
since	   the	   day	   I	  met	   him.	   He	   is	   the	   perfect	   alliance	   of	   friend,	  mentor	   and	   upstanding	  
professor.	  There	  is	  a	  clarity	  and	  ambition	  in	  his	  work	  that	  has	  become	  a	  horizon	  for	  me.	  
Thank	  you	  for	  your	  advice,	  thank	  your	  for	  your	  kindness.	  Prof.	  Vaughan	  has	  always	  had	  
the	  most	  grounded	  and	  constructive	  criticisms	  for	  my	  work.	  She	  always	  penetrated	  the	  
convoluted	  threads	  of	  my	  thoughts,	  and	  made	  insightful	  comments.	  She	  gave	  me	  hope	  
that	  I	  was	  trying	  to	  say	  something	  and	  I	  was	  not	  struggling	  alone	  and	  in	  vain	  with	  murky	  
data	   and	   ideas.	   Prof.	   Bearman	   helped	   me	   to	   renew	   my	   perspective	   on	   qualitative	  
sociology	   during	   two	   impromptu	   workshops	   during	   fall	   2010	   and	   Spring	   2011.	   His	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original	   thinking,	   his	   neo-­‐goffmanian	   stance	   on	   qualitative	   sociology,	   was	   a	   constant	  
reminder	  to	  be	  at	  once	  more	  subtle	  and	  incisive.	  
To	   some	   extent	   this	   work	   reflects	   the	   originality	   and	   quirkiness	   of	   this	   intellectual	  
environment.	  I	  think	  what	  you	  are	  about	  to	  read	  has	  good	  moments	  of	  sociology,	  which	  
I	  am	  really	  proud	  of.	  These	  are	  much	  indebted	  to	  the	  unique	  professors	  who	  followed	  
me	  throughout	  these	  years.	  
In	  the	  world	  of	  sociology,	  I	  received	  support	  from	  many	  young	  and	  confirmed	  scholars:	  
Fabien	  Accominotti,	  Elif	  Alp,	  Francois	  Bonnet,	  Herb	  Gans,	  Jack	  Katz,	  Eric	  Klinenberg,	  Alex	  
Murphy,	  Deirdre	  Oakley,	  Alix	  Rule,	  Harel	  Schapira,	  Eric	  Schwartz,	  Gregory	  Smithsimon,	  
Melissa	   Valle.	   I	   benefited	   from	   comments	   at	   “The	   Craft	   of	   Ethnography	   Workshop”	  
organized	  by	  NYU-­‐IPK	  in	  Fall	  2011.	  
Bard	   College	   provided	  me	   with	   a	   job	   when	   I	   needed	   one,	   and	   with	   a	   discovery,	   the	  
American	   liberal	  arts	  college	  –	  an	  exotic	  academic	   institution.	  At	  Bard,	   I	  wish	  to	  thank	  
Omar	  Cheta,	  Sarah	  Egan,	  Yuval	  Elmelech,	  Allison	  McKim,	  and	  the	  students	  who	  accepted	  
to	  be	   the	  raw	  material	  upon	  which	   I	  honed	  my	  teaching	  skills	  –	   Josh,	  Loach,	  Brendan,	  
Rosemary,	   Lucas.	   Eric	   Trudel	   deserves	   special	   recognition	   for	   editing	   closely	   the	   last	  
chapter	   of	   this	   work.	   At	   Bard,	   I	   presented	   a	   paper	   and	   did	   a	   job	   talk	   that	   was	  most	  
critical	   for	   my	   progress	   toward	   completion.	   I	   thank	   the	   attendance	   for	   questions,	  
comments	   and	   suggestions:	  Myra	   Armstead,	   Robert	   Culp,	  Mark	   Lytle,	   Joel	   Perlmann,	  
Miles	  Rodriguez.	  As	  a	  side	  note,	  the	  Hudson	  Valley	  is	  a	  charming	  place.	  
The	  taste	  for	  sociology	  and	  social	  sciences	  runs	  in	  my	  family.	  However,	  two	  professors	  
have	  awakened	   this	   latent	   character	  when	   I	  was	  a	   student	   in	  my	   late	   teens	  and	  early	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twenties,	   Prof.	   Pascal	   Combemale	   (Lycee	   Henri	   IV)	   and	   Prof.	   Pierre-­‐Michel	   Menger	  
(EHESS-­‐College	  de	  France).	  They	   taught	  me	   to	  be	  both	  ambitious	  and	   rigorous.	   I	  hope	  
they	  are	  proud	  of	  this	  work.	  
I	   thank	   the	   Charlotte	   Newcombe	   Fellowship	   at	   the	  Woodrow	  Wilson	   Foundation	   for	  
$25,000	  of	  financial	  support.	  
My	   friends	   in	  Paris	  and	  New	  York	  have	  been	  the	  source	  of	  amazing	  support	  and	   joy.	   I	  
can	   find	   no	   other	   order	   than	   the	   alphabetic	   one	   to	   thank	   them.	   Fabien	   Accominotti	  
(congrats!),	   Augustin	   Blanchard	   (let’s	   try	   to	   overcome	   the	   Craft	   problem),	   Fancois	  
Bonnet	  (I	  hope	  we	  will	  write	  good	  scholarship	  together),	  Colomba	  Flammarion	  (smiley	  is	  
the	   best	   compliment),	   Guillaume	  Gatteau,	   Anne-­‐Cecile	   Genre,	   Rejean	  Guern	   (I’ll	   fight	  
you	  in	  a	  swimming	  pool	  very	  soon),	  Leonie	  Henault,	  Francois	  Kahn	  (your	  earnestness	  in	  
friendship	   is	   flabbergasting),	   Erwan	   Le	   Bail	   (I’m	   so	   happy	   we	   met	   that	   night	   in	   NY),	  
Vincent	   Pasquini	   (good	   times	   in	   NY),	   Lam	   Paturle	   (roommate	   once,	   roommate	   how	  
many	   times?),	   Alix	   Rule,	   Harel	   Shapira,	   Mathieu	   Teissere	   (you	   sealed	   something	  
between	  us	   the	  day	  you	  picked	  me	  up	  at	   the	  airport).	  My	  high	  school	   friends	  Antoine	  
Cornu	  and	  Emmanuel	  Mimin	  have	  to	  be	  commended	  for	  their	  loyalty	  and	  the	  good	  time	  
they	  showed	  me	  each	  time	  I	  passed	  by	  Paris	  in	  the	  past	  eight	  years.	  I	  will	  make	  it	  up	  for	  
these	  years	  of	  absence.	  	  
We	   had	   great	   adventures	   from	   road	   trips	   to	   bar	   hopping,	   from	  opening	   up	   a	   café	   to	  
wedding	  celebrations	  and	  babies.	   I	   cannot	  wish	   to	  have	  spent	   these	  years	  with	  better	  
people.	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One	  friend	  deserves	  special	  mention.	  Francois	  Bonnet	  always	  believed	  in	  my	  capacity	  in	  
producing	   good	   solid	   scholarship.	  He	  has	  molded	  my	   intellectual	   interests	   and	  habits,	  
while	   raising	  my	  confidence.	  You	  have	  been	   there	  at	  each	   crossroad	   in	   the	  past	  eight	  
years,	  thank	  you.	  
In	   the	   past	   fifteen	   years,	   the	   Flammarions	   have	   been	   a	   second	   home	   to	   me.	  Marie-­‐
Francoise	   and	   Charles-­‐Henri	   have	   discretely	   participated	   to	  my	   education	   since	   I	  met	  
them	  when	  I	  was	  sixteen.	  Their	  influence	  has	  shaped	  what	  I	  am	  today	  in	  more	  ways	  they	  
can	  imagine.	  Thank	  you	  for	  your	  affection.	  
Two	  women	  deserve	  particular	   thanks.	  Noemie	  Flammarion	  helped	  me	  coming	   to	   the	  
US.	  We	  made	  a	  good	  decision.	  Virginie	  Adane	  has	  been	  there	  in	  the	  most	  difficult	  time	  
of	  my	  life,	  when	  my	  father	  fell	  sick	  and	  passed	  away,	  while	  I	  was	  starting	  my	  fieldwork.	  
Your	  generosity	  and	  kindness	  to	  me	  has	  been	  exemplary.	  Thank	  you,	  I	  owe	  you.	  	  
Lydia	  Raw,	  last	  among	  friends,	  I	  wish	  so	  many	  things	  would	  be	  different.	  You	  made	  me	  
perceive	  a	  future	  slightly	  tenderer	  and	  more	  exotic	  than	  I	  expected.	  I	  should	  have	  seized	  
it	  when	  I	  could.	  I	  made	  a	  regrettable	  mistake.	  
My	  family	  deserves	  the	  highest	  praises	  for	  the	  unending	  patience	  and	  love	  it	  directed	  to	  
me,	  often	  in	  spite	  of	  me.	  This	  work	  would	  not	  have	  the	  slightest	  chance	  to	  be	  completed	  
without	  my	  mother	  Anne-­‐Marie	  Eyssartel	  and	  my	  brother	  Thomas	  Thery,	  and	  his	  family	  
Aurelia,	  Nathanael	  and	  Eleonore.	  You	  all	  make	  my	  stays	  in	  Paris	  warm	  and	  comforting,	  a	  
moment	  of	  regrouping.	  Thank	  you.	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This	  work	  is	  dedicated	  to	  the	  memory	  of	  my	  father,	  Olivier	  Thery	  (1950-­‐2010)	  and	  to	  my	  
mother	  Anne-­‐Marie	  Eyssartel.	  The	  perseverance	  they	  exemplify	  and	  the	  confidence	  they	  
have	  endowed	  me	  with,	  are	  the	  essential	  forces	  behind	  the	  conclusion	  of	  this	  work.	  	  
Thank	  you	  for	  giving	  me	  (true)	  grit.	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PROLOGUE	  
	  
The	  US	  subprime	  and	  foreclosure	  crisis	  after	  2008	  could	  have	  forced	  scholars,	  analysts,	  
and	   journalists	   to	   study	   closely	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	   and	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	  Indeed,	  these	  neighborhoods	  have	  been	  disproportionately	  targeted	  by	  
subprime	  lenders	  and	  disproportionately	  hit	  by	  foreclosures.	  Understanding	  the	  housing	  
market	   in	   these	   areas	   would	   seem	   necessary	   for	   drawing	   a	   complete	   picture	   of	   the	  
crisis’	  unfolding.	  	  
However,	   scholars	   and	  analysts	   did	   the	  opposite.	   They	   focused	   their	   attention	  on	   the	  
innovations	  and	  frauds	  in	  the	  financial	  sector.	  The	  critical	  role	  of	  Wall	  Street	  in	  the	  crisis	  
fascinates	  experts,	  and	  their	  discourses	  elude	  a	  substantive	  and	  thick	  understanding	  of	  
how	  the	  housing	  market	  works	   in	  these	  neighborhoods.	  Drawing	  on	  several	  narratives	  
of	  the	  housing	  crisis,	  the	  prologue	  illustrates	  this	  elision.	  	  
The	  blind	   spot	  of	   the	  expert	  discourses	  on	   the	  housing	   crisis	   is	  not	   inattention.	   It	   is	   a	  
plea	   for	   a	   renewed	   approach.	   Studying	   how	   the	   housing	  market	   commonly	   works	   in	  
these	   communities	   requires	   a	   form	   of	   epoché.	   It	   needs	   a	   suspension	   in	   the	   common	  
categories	  of	  what	  we,	  outsiders,	  usually	  conceive	  as	  appropriate	  economic	  practices,	  as	  
sensible	   business	   strategies,	   and	   as	   clear	   economic	   roles.	   It	   is	   because	   experts	   of	   the	  
housing	  crisis	  do	  not	  practice	  such	  epoché,	  because	  they	  do	  not	  alter	  their	  conceptual	  
lenses	   to	   the	   reality	   they	   try	   to	   observe,	   that	   they	   keep	  missing	   this	   reality.	   It	   is	   the	  
warrant	   for	   an	   ethnographic	   approach	   to	   the	   housing	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	  
	   2	  
neighborhoods,	   an	   approach	   at	   the	   crossroads	   of	   urban	   sociology	   and	   economic	  
sociology.	  	  
THE	  MISSING	  MASSES	  IN	  THE	  NARRATIVES	  OF	  THE	  FORECLOSURE	  CRISIS	  
At	   an	   informal	  meeting	  on	   the	  American	  housing	   crisis	  held	  at	  Columbia	  University	   in	  
Spring	  2009,	  a	  civil	   servant	  of	   the	  State	  of	  New	  York	  working	  on	  the	  regulation	  of	   the	  
banking	   industry	   is	   invited	   to	   speak.	   She	   is	   a	   black	   woman	   who	   grew	   up	   in	   a	  
disadvantaged	  neighborhood	  of	  Brooklyn,	  NY.	  She	   laments	  about	  the	  concentration	  of	  
foreclosures	  in	  similar	  neighborhoods	  in	  the	  city.	  	  
When	   she	   is	   asked	   to	  explain	   the	  geographical	   patterns	   she	  observes,	   she	  evokes	   the	  
history	   of	   redlining	   that	   prevented	   minority	   families	   from	   borrowing	   money	   and	  
becoming	   homeowners.	   Neighborhoods	   with	   high	   foreclosure	   rates	   are	   also	  
neighborhoods	  with	  a	  history	  of	  racial	  discrimination	  on	  the	  mortgage	  market,	  she	  says.	  
As	  a	  legacy	  of	  this	  historical	  discrimination,	  most	  households,	  she	  says,	  had	  no	  idea	  what	  
a	  12.5%	  interest	  on	  a	  mortgage	  could	  mean1.	  	  
After	   the	  talk,	   I	  challenge	  the	  civil	   servant’s	   idea.	  These	  neighborhoods,	   I	   say,	  are	  also	  
filled	  with	  underground	  loan	  sharks,	  pawnshops,	  cash	  checking	  stores	  that	  give	  payday	  
loans	  and	  tax-­‐refund	  loans.	  They	  practice	  interest	  rates	  that	  are	  as	  high	  and	  sometimes	  
even	  higher	  than	  subprime	  loan.	  “In	  that	  context,	  can	  we	  safely	  argue	  that	  households	  
in	   these	   neighborhoods	   have	   no	   first-­‐hand	   experience	   of	   what	   a	   very	   high	   interest	  
means?”	  I	  ask.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	   In	   the	   discussion,	   the	   12.5%	   interest	   rate	   refers	   to	   loans	   called	  Adjustable	   Rates	  Mortgages	   (ARMs).	   ARMs	  were	  
particularly	  popular	  after	  2005,	  and	  had	  “teasing”	  rate	  for	  two	  years.	  After	  two	  years,	  the	  rates	  were	  reset	  according	  
to	  a	  complex	  formula	  and	  often	  reached	  10%	  to	  18%.	  They	  are	  usually	  considered	  the	  triggering	  factor	  in	  the	  spread	  
of	  mortgage	  defaults	  after	  2007,	  which	  would	  lead	  to	  the	  housing	  and	  financial	  crisis	  of	  2008.	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She	  alters	  her	  story.	  Giving	  subprime	  loans	  to	  a	  discriminated	  population	  was	  like	  giving	  
“candy	  to	  children”.	  It	  was	  impossible	  to	  say	  “no”.	  She	  takes	  a	  more	  personal	  tone.	  She	  
refers	  to	  her	  experience	  as	  someone	  who	  has	  been	  heavily	  in	  debt	  for	  many	  years	  in	  her	  
life.	  Born	  and	   raised	   in	  a	  minority	  neighborhood	   in	  New	  York,	   she	  says,	   financial	   skills	  
and	  savings	  habits	  were	  not	  commonly	  taught.	  She	  knows	  the	  appeal	  of	  debt	  –	  and	  the	  
difficulties	  to	  handle	  credit.	  With	  intense	  desire	  for	  the	  enjoyment	  of	  middle-­‐class	   life-­‐
style,	   low-­‐income	   families	   could	   not	   say	   “no”	   to	   subprime	   lenders.	   Frustrated	   desires	  
were	   too	   strong.	   The	   illusion	   of	   opportunity	   provided	   by	   subprime	   lenders	   was	   too	  
good.	   That	   is	   why,	   she	   concludes,	   more	   supervision	   of	   the	   financial	   industry	   in	   low-­‐
income	  minority	  areas	  is	  needed.	  
Often	  when	  children	  are	  characters	   in	  a	  storyline,	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  narrative	  changes.	  
From	  descriptive	  and	  analytical,	  the	  story	  becomes	  a	  moral	  tale.	  The	  “children	  in	  a	  candy	  
store”	  story	  creates	  a	  set	  of	  characters	  and	  forces:	  defenseless	  victims	  (families	  in	  low-­‐
income	   minority	   neighborhoods),	   evil	   predators	   (subprime	   lenders),	   an	   initial	   moral	  
fault	   (American	   racism)	   that	   is	   perpetually	   re-­‐enacted	   (from	   red-­‐lining	   to	   subprime	  
lending)	  until	  reparations	  by	  a	  father-­‐like	  figure	  solves	  the	  initial	  conflict	  (regulation	  of	  
the	  mortgage	  market	  by	  the	  state).	  	  
As	  any	  ideological	  enterprise,	  the	  candy	  narrative	  erases	  many	  social	  processes	  for	  the	  
sake	   of	   rhetorical	   efficacy.	   While	   seemingly	   historicizing	   the	   demand	   for	   subprime	  
mortgages	  and	  homeownership	  through	  the	  idea	  of	  discrimination,	  it	  makes	  it	  a	  deeply	  
internalized	   and	   individualized	   impulse,	   almost	   a	   natural	   bodily	   move	   towards	  
homeownership,	   rather	   than	   a	   decision	  made	   in	   an	   uncertain	   environment.	   Both	   the	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individual’s	   inner	   impulses	   and	   the	   larger	   shift	   in	   the	   financial	   system	  are	  perfectly	   in	  
sync	  in	  the	  candy	  story.	  In	  the	  civil	  servant’s	  tale,	  the	  quick	  spread	  of	  subprime	  products	  
appears	  effortless.	  No	  organizational	  work	   is	  needed	  for	  the	  distribution	  and	  selling	  of	  
subprime	   loans.	   The	   candy	   analogy	   represents	   a	   world	   in	   which	   the	   housing	   market	  
opposes	   no	   substance	   or	   resistance	   to	   the	   penetration	   by	   the	   subprime	   mortgage	  
industry.	   The	   housing	   market	   is	   a	   welcoming	   void,	   in	   which	   new	   kinds	   of	   economic	  
relationships,	  however	  exploitive,	  can	  be	  built	  from	  scratch	  quickly.	  The	  tale	  suppresses	  
the	   actual	   inner-­‐workings	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	   and	   minority	  
neighborhoods,	  outside	  the	  particular	  moment	  in	  time	  of	  the	  years	  2005-­‐2008.	  	  
Around	   the	   same	   time,	   I	  meet	   a	   community	   organizer	  working	   in	   central	   Brooklyn,	   a	  
low-­‐income	  yet	  gentrifying	  minority	  area	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  The	  community	  organizer	  is	  
in	   charge	   of	   helping	   families	   in	   foreclosure.	   During	   the	  meeting	   with	   the	   community	  
organizer,	  I	  tell	  a	  story.	  A	  few	  days	  before,	  I	  met	  an	  older	  black	  woman	  in	  the	  streets	  of	  
Bed-­‐Stuy,	   one	   of	   the	   neighborhoods	   of	   Central	   Brooklyn.	   She	   said	   that	   “Jews	   from	  
Williamsburg”	   (she	   means	   Orthodox	   Jews	   from	   the	   Satmar	   community	   of	   South	  
Williamsburg)	   have	   been	   touring	   her	   neighborhood.	   They	   come	   to	   people’s	   home,	  
knocking	   on	   doors,	   looking	   for	   building	   owners.	   They	   carry	   cash	   to	   steer	   owners	   into	  
selling	  properties	  quickly.	  Since	  the	  “Jews	  from	  Williamsburg”	  bought	  her	  building,	  she	  
is	  puzzled	  by	  the	  behavior	  of	   the	  new	  tenants.	  They	  stay	  only	   for	  very	  short	  period	  of	  
time,	   a	   couple	   of	  months	   at	   best.	  Many	   strangers	   come	   and	   go	   from	   the	   building	   at	  
every	  hour	  of	  the	  day	  and	  night.	  She	  believes	  it	  is	  a	  prostitution	  ring.	  She	  believes	  that	  
the	  new	  owners	  knowingly	  tolerate	  prostitution	  in	  the	  building.	  	  	  
	   5	  
The	  community	  organizer	  quickly	  dismisses	  the	  story	  as	   irrelevant.	   It	   is	  a	  fantasy	  of	  an	  
older	   person.	   It	   is	   a	   reminiscence	   of	   the	   past	   tensions	   between	   Blacks	   and	   Jews	   in	  
Brooklyn.	  These	  days	  are	  over.	  According	  to	  him,	  there	  is	  not	  much	  helpful	  information	  
in	  that	  story	  for	  understanding	  today’s	  housing	  market	  in	  Central	  Brooklyn.	  
When	   I	   am	   telling	   this	   story	   in	   the	   corporate-­‐like	   office	   of	   the	   large	   and	   reputable	  
community	  based	  organization	  he	  works	  for,	  I	  myself	  doubt	  of	  how	  relevant	  the	  story	  is	  
for	  understanding	  the	  local	  housing	  market	  and	  the	  current	  foreclosure	  crisis.	  When	  he	  
replies	  dismissively	  to	  my	  story,	  my	  inner	  thoughts	  hesitate	  between	  “for	  a	  community	  
organizer,	  that	  man	  doesn’t	  get	  out	  a	  lot	  of	  his	  office”	  and	  “It	  looks	  like	  I	  have	  selected	  
an	  exceptional	  juicy	  story”.	  	  
I	  try	  to	  insist.	  The	  woman’s	  story,	  whether	  completely	  true	  or	  not,	  whether	  exceptional	  
or	   not,	   shows	   in	   substance	   that	   finding	   local	   building	  owners	   and	   convincing	   them	   to	  
enter	   into	   a	   commercial	   relationship	   is	   not	   an	   easy	   work.	   It	   requires	   both	   physical	  
involvement	  in	  the	  neighborhood	  and	  a	  technique	  to	  nudge	  landlords	  in	  transacting,	  all	  
in	  an	  atmosphere	  of	  secrecy	  and	  suspicion.	  An	  atmosphere	  of	  secrecy,	  the	  old	  woman	  
wanted	  to	  expose	  by	  telling	  me	  her	  story.	  Maybe	  then,	  I	  argue	  to	  the	  skeptic	  community	  
organizer,	  subprime	   lenders	  had	  to	  use	  to	  similar	  techniques	  to	  reach	  out	  to	  potential	  
borrowers,	   to	   convince	   them	   to	   take	   a	   loan	   and	   to	   overcome	   the	   distrust	   that	   may	  
hinder	  business	  relationships.	  	  
Once	  again	  the	  community	  organizer	  dismisses	  my	  argument.	  Subprime	  lenders	  did	  not	  
need	  to	  knock	  from	  door	  to	  door	  to	  sell	  subprime	  loans.	  They	  did	  not	  need	  relays	  on	  the	  
ground.	  Subprime	  lenders	  were	  making	  cold	  phone	  calls.	  They	  asked	  their	  interlocutors	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if	  they	  wanted	  to	  borrow	  money	  to	  become	  homeowner,	  to	  do	  repairs,	  or	  simply	  to	  cash	  
out	  the	  equity	  of	  their	  home.	  That	  is	  all	  that	  was	  needed	  to	  fuel	  the	  housing	  bubble:	  a	  
considerable	  list	  of	  phone	  numbers,	  an	  army	  of	  young	  mortgage	  brokers	  stacked	  in	  call	  
centers	   and	   the	   assurance	   that	   subprime	   loans	   will	   be	   packaged	   through	   a	   financial	  
technique	  called	  “securitization”	  and	  sold	  to	  institutional	  investors.	  The	  quasi-­‐industrial	  
organization	   of	   the	   subprime	   lending	   industry	   is	   the	   main	   driving	   force	   behind	   the	  
success	  of	  the	  subprime	  loans	  in	  Central	  Brooklyn,	  he	  tells	  me.	  
Now	  that	  we	  have	  been	  talking	  for	  more	  than	  an	  hour,	  the	  community	  organizer	  feels	  
comfortable.	   He	   confesses	   that	   he	   himself	   worked	   in	   the	   mortgage	   industry	   before	  
becoming	   a	   community	   organizer.	   He	   never	  was	   a	   subprime	   broker,	   he	   adds,	   but	   he	  
knows	   the	   industry	   inside	   out.	   He	  will	   soon	   go	   back	   to	   the	   for-­‐profit	   sector,	   because	  
community	   work	   does	   not	   pay	   enough.	   The	   non-­‐profit	   sector	   is	   only	   a	   temporary	  
solution.	  	  
Both	  the	  New	  York	  State	  official	  and	  the	  community	  organizer	   in	  Brooklyn	  set	  up	  their	  
representations	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	   and	   minority	   neighborhoods	  
around	   the	   idea	   of	   a	   social	   and	   economic	   vacuum	   that	   offers	   no	   resistance	   to	  
penetration	  by	  subprime	  lenders.	  	  
Such	  elision	  is	  common	  among	  scholars	  as	  well.	  	  
Douglas	  Massey	  is	  the	  leading	  scholar	  on	  the	  topic	  of	  residential	  racial	  segregation.	  In	  an	  
article	  with	  Jacob	  Rugh	  published	  in	  the	  American	  Sociological	  Review	  (2010),	  he	  writes:	  	  
“We	  argue	  that	  residential	  segregation	  created	  a	  unique	  niche	  of	  minority	  clients	  
who	   were	   differentially	   marketed	   risky	   subprime	   loans	   that	   were	   in	   great	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demand	  for	  use	   in	  mortgage-­‐backed	  securities	  that	  could	  be	  sold	  on	  secondary	  
markets.”	  (Rugh	  and	  Massey	  2010:629).	  	  
In	  this	  convoluted	  prose,	  the	  authors	  express	  an	  idea	  already	  advanced	  by	  the	  NY	  State	  
official.	  Racial	  discrimination	  played	  a	  causal	  role	   in	  the	  foreclosure	  crisis.	   It	  paved	  the	  
way	   to	   the	   subprime	   crisis.	   The	   authors,	   however,	   add	   a	   nuance	   to	   this	   explanation.	  
Racial	  discrimination	  created	  a	  “unique	  niche	  of	  minority	  clients”	  they	  write	  (emphasis	  is	  
mine).	  They	  do	  not	  write	  a	  “unique	  pool	  of	  minority	  clients”.	  I	  believe	  the	  difference	  is	  
meaningful.	  The	   idea	  of	  “niche”,	   instead	  of	  “pool”,	  suggests	  a	  full	  social	  and	  economic	  
world	  with	   its	   own	   logic,	   in	  which	   subprime	   loans	  were	  marketed	   easily2.	   The	   use	   of	  
“niche”	   indicates	   a	   shift	   away	   from	   the	   idea	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	  
minority	  neighborhoods	  as	  social	  vacuum.	  	  	  
Rugh	   and	  Massey,	   however,	   do	   not	   provide	   the	   full	   analysis	   that	   the	   idea	   of	   “niche”	  
suggests.	  They	  never	  get	  out	  from	  the	  demographic	  plane	  of	  their	  data	  and	  measures.	  	  
They	   can	   never	   document	   the	   kind	   of	   economic	   relationships	   that	   constitute	   these	  
housing	   markets	   as	   a	   peculiar	   economic	   niche.	   They	   never	   contrast	   these	   economic	  
relationships	   with	   the	   ones	   that	   make	   the	   housing	   market	   of	   non-­‐segregated	  
neighborhoods.	   In	   the	   end,	   they	   cannot	   point	   to	   a	   synthetic	   mechanism	   that	   would	  
illuminate	   what	   precise	   aspect	   of	   these	   niche	   economies	   was	   so	   welcoming	   to	   the	  
diffusion	  of	   subprime	   loans.	  What	   happens	  within	   the	   color	   line	  matters,	   the	   authors	  
claim.	   Yet,	   they	   do	   not	   describe	   what	   this	   “within”,	   this	   “inside”	   of	   the	   color	   line,	   is	  
made	  of.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  On	  the	  idea	  of	  niche,	  see	  a	  view	  that	  corroborates	  my	  quick	  analysis	  in	  Popielarz	  and	  Neal	  (2007).	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The	  various	  expert	  discourses	  on	  the	  housing	  crisis	  are	  elliptic	  –	  and	  the	  ellipse	  is	  always	  
the	  same:	  how	  houses,	  buildings	  and	  apartments	  are	  commonly	  bought	  and	  sold,	  rented	  
and	   vacated,	   financed	   and	   foreclosed	   is	   irrelevant	   and	   left	   unstudied.	   The	   coupling	  
between	  regular	  modes	  of	  doing	  business	  in	  these	  neighborhoods’	  housing	  market	  and	  
the	   shifts	   in	   the	   financial	   sector	   in	   the	   years	   2000s	   towards	   deregulation	   and	  
securitization	  remains	  be	  studied3.	  	  
FILTERING	  OUT	  
The	   scholars,	   the	   government	   agent,	   and	   the	   local	   community	   organizer	   are	   all	  
interested	   in	  the	  housing	  market	  of	   low-­‐income	  and	  minority	  neighborhoods,	  and	  yet,	  
they	   stand	   outside	   of	   it.	   To	   approach	   and	   grasp	   it,	   they	   are	   armed	   with	   various	  
intellectual	  categories	  (e.g.	  discrimination,	  frustration),	  several	  “recording	  devices”	  (e.g.	  
statistics,	   cases	   to	   be	   treated	   by	   a	   non-­‐profit	   organization,	   policy	   briefings)	   and	  
divergent	   interests	   linked	   to	   their	   respective	   social	   position	   (e.g.	   passing	   laws	   and	  
regulations,	  finding	  robust	  causality	  between	  variables,	  treating	  cases	  and	  moving	  on	  to	  
the	   private	   sector).	   The	   discourses	   these	   experts	   produce	   give	   a	   vague	   and	   hollow	  
picture	  of	  how	  the	  housing	  market	  because	  their	  intellectual	  apparatus	  filters	  out	  much	  
information	  –	  a	  process	  chiefly	  illustrated	  by	  my	  meeting	  with	  the	  community	  organizer.	  
The	   friction	   between	   the	   older	   woman’s	   stories,	   the	   context	   in	   which	   her	   story	   is	  
relevant	  both	  for	  her	  and	  for	  me,	  and	  the	  organizer’s	  quick	  dismissal	  gives	   insight	   into	  
why	  a	  rich	  description	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  these	  neighborhoods	  is	  missing.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	   The	   coupling	  between	   the	   financial	   sector	   and	   government	  politics	   in	   the	  march	   toward	   financial	   deregulation	   is	  
studied	  in	  Krippner	  (2012)	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The	  day	  I	  meet	  the	  older	  black	  woman	  in	  the	  streets	  of	  Bed-­‐Stuy,	  I	  am	  doing	  fieldwork	  
with	  Frederick4,	  a	  black	  street	  corner	  man	  I	  have	  known	  for	  a	  few	  months.	  Frederick	  and	  
I	   are	   standing	  outside	  a	  decrepit	   hardware	   store	   in	   the	  middle	  of	   the	  day,	   during	   the	  
week,	  when	  the	  older	  woman	  comes	  talking	  to	  us.	  	  
I	  have	  just	  bought	  a	  steel	  chain	  and	  two	  large	  padlocks	  at	  the	  store.	  One	  padlock	  is	  for	  
me.	   The	   second	   padlock	   is	   a	   thank	   you	   gift	   for	   Frederick.	   	   The	   gift	   is	   also	   meant	   to	  
compensate	  for	  a	  missed	  opportunity.	  Frederick	  expected	  to	  make	  money	  through	  me	  
this	  morning.	   Frederick	   led	  me	   earlier	   to	   a	   place	  where	   I	   bought	   a	   bike	   for	   $60.	   The	  
place	  is	  located	  in	  the	  front	  yard	  and	  the	  first	  floor	  of	  a	  small	  rundown	  building	  behind	  
Fulton	   Street,	   one	   of	   the	   two	   commercial	   strips	   of	   Bed-­‐Stuy.	   Dozens	   of	   bikes	   are	  
stacked,	  all	  different	  and	  all	  heavily	  used.	  There	  is	  no	  apparent	  order,	  except	  maybe	  that	  
bikes	  are	  classed	  by	  color.	  Live	  chickens	  run	  around	  and	  barking	  dogs	  that	  look	  like	  pit	  
bulls	   are	   playing	   behind	   a	   tall	   fence.	   When	   we	   got	   there,	   several	   individuals	   were	  
hanging	  out	  in	  the	  building’s	  front	  yard.	  I	  recognized	  a	  young	  woman	  I	  sometimes	  play	  
basketball	  with.	  She	  smiled	  at	  me	  and	  quickly	  laughed.	  Frederic	  vouched	  for	  me.	  “He’s	  
all	  right.	  He’s	  with	  me,”	  he	  said	  to	  everyone.	  I	  chose	  a	  red	  mountain	  bike.	  It	  is	  robust	  for	  
the	   bumpy	   roads	   and	   potholes	   of	   Brooklyn.	   It	   also	   makes	   a	   good	   contrast	   with	   the	  
“fixies”	   that	  gentrifiers	   living	   in	   the	  neighborhood	  usually	  possess5.	  Once	   I	  paid	   for	   it	   I	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  All	  names	  of	  people	  and	  places	  (except	  name	  of	  neighborhoods)	  have	  been	  changed	  in	  order	  to	  protect	  anonymity.	  	  
5	  A	  fixie	  is	  a	  single-­‐geared	  bicycle,	  with	  thin	  tires,	  a	  very	  light	  frame	  that	  cuts	  into	  the	  air	  swiftly.	  The	  best	  words	  to	  
describe	  a	  fixie	  as	  it	  can	  be	  seen	  in	  Brooklyn	  in	  2009	  are	  “slick	  and	  fast”.	  Individuals	  usually	  ride	  a	  fixie	  like	  a	  straight	  
arrow,	   except	  when	   they	   play	   bike-­‐polo.	   One	   rides	   a	  mountain	   bike	   differently.	   It	   is	   heavier,	   it	   is	  meant	   to	   cover	  
shorter	   distances	   at	   a	   slower	   pace.	   It	   seems	   much	   more	   robust	   too.	   The	   bad	   roads	   of	   Brooklyn	   are	   no	   more	   a	  
problem.	   Two	  persons	   could	   ride	   a	  mountain	   bike	   at	   once.	   Kids	   and	   teens	   often	   do	   that.	   A	  mountain	   bike	   can	   be	  
tuned	   up	   and	   turned	   into	   a	   low-­‐rider	   or	   a	   chopper,	   a	   practice	   rare	   with	   fixies.	   Fixies	   are	   particularly	   fashionable	  
among	  the	  young	  gentrifying	  crowd	  living	  in	  Brooklyn.	  Fixies	  are	  much	  more	  expensive	  than	  common	  mountain	  bikes.	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saw	  Frederic	  was	  asking	  for	  a	  cut	  of	  the	  $60	  I	  just	  gave	  to	  the	  storeowner.	  I	  understood	  
that	  Frederick	  had	  publicly	  vouched	  for	  me	  to	  make	  sure	  that	  everyone	  understood	  he	  
brought	  me	  here	  and	  had	  therefore	  a	  legitimate	  claim	  on	  the	  money	  the	  owner	  makes	  
with	  me.	  The	  owner,	  however,	  did	  not	  give	  Frederick	  anything.	  He	  argued	  that	  Frederick	  
owed	  him	  past	  repairs	  on	  the	  bike	  he	  rides.	  Frederick	  was	  angry	  and	  disappointed.	  That	  
is	  why	  at	  the	  hardware	  I	  buy	  two	  padlocks.	  
Frederick	   is	  waiting	  outside	   the	   store	  watching	  our	  bikes,	  while	   I	   am	  buying	   the	   steel	  
chain	   and	   the	  padlocks.	   I	   choose	   the	   thickest	   steel	   chain.	   Several	   signs	  made	  me	   feel	  
that	  bike	  stealing	  must	  be	  quite	  common.	  It	   is	  a	  major	  mode	  of	  transportation	  in	  Bed-­‐
Stuy	   for	   kids,	   teenagers	   and	   adults.	   The	   prices	   of	   new	   bikes	   can	   be	   exorbitant,	  while	  
prices	   of	   second-­‐hand	   bike	   are	   much	   more	   affordable.	   The	   very	   existence	   of	   places	  
similar	  to	  the	  one	  where	  I	  have	  just	  bought	  my	  bike	  makes	  me	  assume	  that	  I	  should	  not	  
display	  my	  naiveté	  by	  buying	  a	  thin,	  easily	  breakable,	  steel	  chain.	  That	   is	  why	  I	  opt	  for	  
the	  thickest	  chain	  of	  the	  store.	  	  
I	   join	  Frederick	  outside	  the	  store,	  with	  a	  roll	  of	  steel	  chain	   from	  which	   I	  need	  to	  cut	  a	  
piece	  with	  a	  pair	  of	  bolt	  cutters	   that	   the	  store	  owner	  has	   just	  gave	  me.	   I	  am	  not	  very	  
skillful,	   and	   it	   takes	   time.	   A	   few	   kids	   congregate	   watching	   me	   having	   difficulties.	  
Frederick	   has	   a	   limp.	   He	   had	   an	   accident	   on	   a	   construction	   site	   where	   he	   was	   a	  
carpenter.	   It	  has	   left	  him	  partially	   invalid.	  Helping	  me	  with	  cutting	  the	  chain	  is	  difficult	  
for	  him.	  He	  is	  holding	  the	  bikes	  while	  I	  am	  trying	  to	  cut	  the	  chain.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
The	  lowest	  price	  for	  a	  fixie	  is	  well	  over	  $300.	  In	  simple	  brush	  strokes,	  fixies	  in	  Brooklyn	  are	  for	  gentrifiers,	  mountain	  
bikes	  are	  for	  old	  timers.	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An	   older	   woman	   approaches	   us	   while	   Frederick	   and	   I	   are	   still	   trying	   to	   cut	   the	   steel	  
chain	  –	  it	  is	  the	  woman	  that	  will	  tell	  me	  the	  story	  of	  “the	  Jews	  from	  Williamsburg”	  and	  
the	  suspicion	  of	  a	  prostitution	  ring.	   It	  gives	  time	  to	  the	  older	  woman	  and	  Frederick	  to	  
start	  talking.	  He	  is	  quite	  well	  known	  in	  the	  few	  streets	  around	  where	  we	  are.	  He	  spent	  
here	  many	  hours	  of	  the	  day.	  If	  I	  look	  for	  him,	  I	  can	  find	  him	  either	  in	  the	  park	  two	  streets	  
down	  from	  where	  we	  are	  presently	  standing	  or	  at	  the	  Laundromat	  on	  my	  block,	  where	  
he	   often	   chats	  with	   employees.	   As	   I	   am	   focusing	   on	   cutting	   the	   steel	   chain,	   I	   do	   not	  
listen	  to	  Frederick	  and	  the	  older	  woman’s	  conversation.	  Yet,	  Frederick	  introduces	  me	  to	  
the	  older	  woman	  as	   someone	   “writing	   a	   book	   about	   the	  neighborhood”	   and,	   also,	   as	  
someone	  “milking	  Columbia	  University”	  –	  “milking”	  because	  I	  get	  paid	  to	  write.	  	  
Unsuccessful	  at	  cutting	  the	  steel	  chain,	  I	  give	  up	  and	  let	  Frederick	  try.	   I	  start	  talking	  to	  
the	  older	  woman.	  I	  explain	  the	  older	  woman	  I	  am	  interested	  in	  the	  housing	  market,	   in	  
the	   relationships	   between	   landlords	   and	   tenants	   in	   Bed-­‐Stuy,	   and	   in	   the	   foreclosure	  
crisis.	  This	  is	  when	  she	  tells	  me	  her	  story.	  	  
After	  painful	  efforts,	  Frederick	   finally	   cuts	   the	  chain,	  puts	   it	  on	   the	   frame	  on	  my	  bike,	  
and	  pointing	  to	  a	  piece	  of	  red	  clothe	  carefully	  tied	  to	  the	  bike’s	  seat:	  “you	  don’t	  need	  
that,	  you	  ain’t	  no	  gang	  banger”.	  He	  laughs	  hard	  and	  takes	  the	  piece	  off	  from	  my	  bike.	  I	  
say	   nothing,	   noticing	   for	   the	   first	   time	   what	   may	   have	   been	   obvious	   to	   many.	   I	   just	  
bought	  a	  bike	  that	  used	  to	  belong	  someone	  who	  claimed	  membership	  with	  a	  local	  gang.	  	  
We	   are	   now	   ready	   to	   go.	   Frederick	   and	   I	   have	   planned	   to	   play	   pool	   this	   afternoon.	  
Frederick	   plays	   in	   two	   pool	   parlors.	   One	   is	   an	   official	   and	   legitimate	   place	   in	   the	  
Northern	  part	  of	  Bed-­‐Stuy.	  This	  is	  where	  we	  are	  going	  and	  this	  is	  why	  I	  bought	  a	  bike	  this	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morning.	   Yet,	   his	   real	   friends	   are	   in	   another	   pool	   parlor	   called	   “Black	   Ball”	   which	   is	  
closer	  to	  where	  we	  are.	  Frederick	  talks	  about	  Black	  Ball	  as	  a	  dangerous	  place	  for	  a	  white	  
man,	   a	   place	   where	   I	   could	   not	   go	   alone.	   He	   describes	   it	   as	   an	   illegal,	   underground	  
place.	  Yet,	  once	  again	  I	  would	  need	  to	  be	  vouched	  for.	   In	  our	  previous	  conversations	  I	  
tried	  to	  push	  him	  to	  bring	  me	  to	  that	  place.	  His	  answer	  has	  always	  been	  negative.	  This	  is	  
not	  for	  me.	  Shootings	  happen.	  The	  police	  may	  come.	  It	  is	  a	  dangerous	  place	  for	  a	  naïve	  
person	  like	  me.	  	  
Before	   leaving,	   Frederick	   asks	  me	   “Go	  and	  buy	  me	  a	   sandwich	   there”	  pointing	   to	   the	  
next	  bodega6.	  I	  am	  taken	  aback	  by	  his	  tone.	  It	  really	  feels	  like	  a	  menacing	  order.	  I	  say	  we	  
should	  do	  it	  after	  playing	  pool	  together.	  Or	  at	  least	  get	  there.	  Just	  to	  prep	  everything	  up,	  
it	  took	  more	  than	  two	  hours,	  I	  say.	  Frederick	  insists	  and	  his	  tone	  becomes	  less	  and	  less	  
friendly,	  saying	  I	  owe	  him	  that.	  When	  I	  tell	  him	  that	  to	  thank	  him	  for	  his	  help	  I	  already	  
bought	  him	  a	  padlock	  for	  his	  bike,	  he	  gets	  angry	  and	  leaves,	  swearing	  loudly	  at	  me.	  	  
It	  takes	  several	  weeks	  for	  our	  relationship	  to	  warm	  up.	  We	  are	  finally	  going	  to	  play	  pool	  
together	  –	  at	  Black	  Ball	   this	   time.	  The	  place	   is	  dark	  and	  rundown.	  From	  the	  outside	   it	  
seems	  closed,	  and	  curtains	  block	  the	  sun.	  Inside,	  the	  room	  is	  divided	  in	  two	  parts:	  next	  
to	  the	  entrance	  there	  is	  the	  unique	  pool	  table,	  closer	  to	  the	  backyard	  two	  tables	  of	  four	  
and	  a	  refrigerator	  stand.	  Several	  chairs	  and	  benches	  are	  scattered	  around.	  People	  take	  
Corona	  beers	   in	  the	  refrigerator	  and	  give	  $2	  to	  someone	  sitting	  at	  one	  of	  the	  tables.	   I	  
offer	  my	  opponents	  beers.	  They	  do	  the	  same.	  There	  are	  less	  than	  ten	  individuals	  in	  the	  
room,	  mostly	  males.	  A	  few	  women	  with	  kids	  pass	  by	  chat	  for	  a	  few	  minutes	  and	  leave.	  It	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  Bodega	  is	  the	  Hispanic	  term	  commonly	  used	  for	  deli.	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is	  much	  friendlier	  and	  family	  oriented	  than	  the	  dangerous	  place	  described	  by	  Frederick.	  
It	   is	   a	   private	   social	   club.	  We	   stay	   several	   hours,	   I	   get	   a	   little	   drunk	   and	  with	   several	  
other	  guys	  we	  talk	  about	  Paris,	  where	  I	  come	  from.	  Inevitably,	  the	  conversation	  ends	  up	  
to	   be	   about	  women	   in	   France	   and	   someone,	   called	   Louis,	   says	   there	   is	   a	   reason	  why	  
Marvin	   Gaye	   wrote	   “Sexual	   Healing”	   in	   Paris.	   We	   share	   experience	   about	   women	   in	  
France	  and	  in	  the	  US.	  I	  play	  pool	  unexpectedly	  well	  (“He	  can’t	  hold	  a	  stick	  but	  it	  works”).	  
The	  next	  day	  in	  the	  park,	  one	  of	  Frederick’s	  friends	  tells	  me	  “you	  kicked	  [Frederick’s]	  ass,	  
he	  was	  furious.	  He	  said	  you	  were	  good”.	  He	  adds	  that	  Louis	  liked	  me.	  The	  week	  after	  my	  
visit,	  Black	  Ball	  catches	  fire.	  The	  social	  club	  is	  closed	  down	  by	  the	  fire	  department.	  It	  has	  
never	  reopened	  since	  then.	  Frederick	  tells	  me	  that	  “they”	  are	   looking	  for	  a	  new	  place,	  
but	  they	  cannot	  find	  one.	  
A	  CALL	  FOR	  AN	  ETHNOGRAPHIC	  INQUIRY	  
My	  meeting	  with	  the	  older	  woman	  takes	  place	  during	  a	  series	  of	  events.	  They	  give	  slim	  
insights	   into	   the	   ordinary	   economic	   life	   of	   Frederick	   and	   the	   older	   woman,	   two	   old-­‐
timers	   living	   in	   Bed-­‐Stuy.	   This	   life	   is	   characterized	   by	   several	   features	   that	  make	   the	  
older	  woman’s	  story	  not	  so	  exceptional	  or	  idiosyncratic.	  	  
If	  Black	  Ball	  is	  a	  friendlier	  place	  than	  described	  by	  Frederick,	  it	  is,	  also	  an	  informally	  run	  
business.	  There	  is	  no	  liquor	  license,	  no	  cash	  register.	  People	  come	  and	  go	  and	  try	  to	  sell	  
various	   items	   (white	   T-­‐shirts,	   frozen	   food),	   also	   on	   the	   black	   market.	   Many	   of	   the	  
commercial	   spaces	   that	   Bed-­‐Stuy’s	   old	   timers	   cater	   are	   places	   of	   informal	   economic	  
dealings.	   Black	   Ball	   and	   the	   bike	   store	   powerfully	   illustrate	   it.	   Being	   low-­‐income	   and	  
black	   in	  Bed-­‐Stuy,	  even	  while	  gentrification	   is	  heavily	   reorganizing	  the	  western	  part	  of	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the	  neighborhood,	  means	  a	  daily	  economic	  life	  significantly	  “off	  the	  books”	  (Venkatesh	  
2006).	  Second,	  these	  commercial	  spaces	  are	  racially	  segregated	  places.	  People	  at	  Black	  
Ball	  are	  surprised	   to	  see	  me.	  Several	  women	  who,	  coming	   in,	   saw	  me,	   looked	  at	  each	  
other	  saying	  an	  exaggerated	  “oh”.	  One	  of	  them	  called	  me	  “mister”.	  “Hello	  mister”,	  she	  
said	  with	   an	   ironic	   smile.	   At	   Black	   Ball	   I	   stand	  out	   because	   I’m	   a	   young	  white	  middle	  
class.	   At	   the	   bike	   store,	   a	   young	   woman	   I	   play	   ball	   with	   laughs	   seeing	   me	   in	   her	  
environment.	  She	  knows	  I	  regularly	  play	  ball	  in	  the	  park.	  But	  she	  is	  surprised	  to	  see	  me	  
around	  the	  bike	  store,	  making	   it	  a	  more	  exclusive	  black	  and	   local	  place	  than	  the	  park.	  
Third,	  these	  informal	  commercial	  spaces	  connect	  together	  a	  stratum	  of	  old	  timers	  living	  
in	  Bed-­‐Stuy.	  A	  man,	  named	  Nick,	  regularly	  hangs	  out	  with	  Fredrick	  in	  the	  park.	  When	  I	  
meet	   him	   the	   next	   day	   after	   being	   at	   Black	   Ball,	   he	   knows	   that	   I	   beat	   Frederick.	   He	  
laughs	  about	  it.	  The	  employees	  and	  the	  people	  who	  hang	  out	  at	  the	  Laundromat	  on	  my	  
block	   also	   know	   Black	   Ball.	   And	   Frederick	   regularly	   hangs	   out	   with	   them	   in	   the	  
Laundromat.	  Finally,	  the	  suspicion	  of	  criminal	  activity	  is	  recurrent.	  Frederick	  asserts	  his	  
power	   over	   me	   by	   making	   the	   claim	   that	   Black	   Ball	   is	   a	   dangerous	   place	   filled	   with	  
criminals.	  He	  has	  identified	  immediately	  that	  my	  bike	  belongs	  to	  a	  young	  gang	  member,	  
and	  makes	  fun	  of	  me.	  Criminal	  activity	  is	  never	  a	  remote	  possibility.	  
These	   varied	   ethnographic	   pieces	   give	   insights	   into	   why	   scholars	   and	   informed	  
observers	  cannot	  see	  the	  concrete	  and	  ordinary	  workings	  of	  the	  housing	  markets	  of	  low-­‐
income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  The	  closer	  one	  gets	  to	  how	  the	  housing	  market	  works	  
in	  these	  communities,	  the	  more	  one	  sees	  locals	  use	  idioms	  of	  an	  informal	  economic	  life	  
to	   describe	   and	   organize	   their	   activities.	   Getting	   closer	   to	   how	   the	   housing	   market	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works,	  one	  sees	  distrust	  and	  suspicion	  where	   racial	  animosities	  are	  compounded	  with	  
class	   antagonisms	   between	   landlord	   and	   tenants,	   between	   old-­‐timers	   and	   gentrifiers.	  
Getting	   closer,	   the	   possibility	   of	   deception	   and	   criminal	   behavior	   become	   constant	  
preoccupation.	  Getting	  closer,	  the	  role	  of	  the	  state	  and	  corporate	  actors	  recedes	  in	  the	  
background	   and	   interpersonal	   relationships	   take	   the	   front	   stage.	   Getting	   closer,	   the	  
common	   categories	   for	   understanding	   the	   housing	   market	   become	   less	   and	   less	  
adequate.	  The	  ordinary	  economic	  activity	  of	  these	  markets	  is	  disappointing	  for	  scholars	  
and	  analysts	  who	  stand	  outside	  of	  them:	  the	  closer	  they	  are	  the	  less	  they	  see	  something	  
that	  looks	  like	  the	  housing	  market	  they	  have	  in	  mind.	  
The	  categories	  the	  older	  woman	  uses	  for	  understanding	  how	  the	  housing	  market	  works	  
around	   her	   are	   the	   one	   of	   the	   local	   economy	   around	   her.	   Conversely,	   knowing	   such	  
importance	   of	   informality	   in	   the	   daily	   life	   of	   older	   residents,	   it	  may	   not	   be	   surprising	  
that,	   on	   the	   side	   of	   landlords	   and	   investors,	   informality	   is	   also	   a	   common	   mode	   of	  
conducting	  business	  transactions.	  The	  seemingly	  amateurish	  door-­‐to-­‐door	  knocking,	  the	  
use	   of	   cash	   as	   a	   catch	   to	   hook	   building	   owners,	   the	   reliance	   on	   face-­‐to-­‐face	   talks	   to	  
quickly	   initiate	  and	  settle	  business	   transactions	  are	  part	  of	  an	  economic	  culture,	   i.e.	  a	  
bounded	  repertoire	  of	  possible	  and	  sensible	  economic	  actions	  (Swidler	  1986),	  shared	  by	  
the	  older	  woman,	  by	  Frederick,	  by	  the	  customers	  at	  Black	  Ball	  and	  the	  people	  at	  the	  bike	  
shop,	  probably	  by	  the	  owners	  of	  the	  buildings	  in	  which	  these	  two	  commercial	  ventures	  
are	  located,	  and	  by	  the	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  man	  who	  bought	  the	  older	  woman’s	  building.	  
By	  contrast,	  this	  economic	  culture	  excludes	  the	  community	  organizer,	  the	  official	  of	  the	  
State	  of	  New	  York,	  the	  social	  scientists	  who	  stick	  to	  statistics	  and	  everyone	  who	  chooses	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not,	   or	   need	   not,	   to	   be	   part	   of	   these	   economic	   relationships	   either	   as	   a	   full-­‐fledged	  
economic	  actor,	  whether	  it	  is	  a	  landlord,	  a	  tenant,	  a	  store	  owner,	  or	  as	  an	  ethnographer.	  
*	  
In	  her	  discussion	  with	  me,	   the	  older	  woman’s	   story	  expresses	  not	  only	  her	   suspicions	  
about	  her	  new	  landlord.	  It	  is	  also	  a	  silent	  call	  to	  me	  to	  investigate	  on	  her	  building.	  I	  did	  
not	   realize	   it	   at	   the	   time;	   too	   preoccupied	   I	  was	   to	   prepare	   for	   the	   pool	   games	  with	  
Frederick.	  There	  was	  embedded	   in	  her	  story	  an	   implicit	  request	  to	  me	  to	  do	  what	  she	  
feels	  she	  could	  not	  do	  as	  a	  tenant	  –	  investigate	  in	  the	  dealings	  of	  her	  new	  landlord.	  Her	  
talk	  was	  not	   free	  of	  purpose.	   She	  wanted	   something	   from	  me.	  Frederic	   frames	  me	  as	  
someone	  he	   can	   get	   something	   from:	   a	   sandwich,	   a	  padlock,	   fees	  on	  a	  purchase	  of	   a	  
bike,	  on	  top	  of	  companionship	  that	  can	  be	  used	  to	  enhance	  his	  self	  esteem	  and	  to	  play	  
pool.	   	  Conversely,	  he	  sees	  me	  as	  someone	  who	  gets	  things	   from	  others.	   I	  am	  “milking	  
Columbia	   University”.	   Frederic	   introduces	   me	   to	   the	   older	   woman	   as	   someone	   with	  
resources	  ready	  to	  participate	  in	  local	  exchanges	  (see	  Venkatesh	  2002).	  If	  introduction	  is	  
a	  significant	  social	  act	  that	  sets	  up,	  at	  least	  temporarily,	  the	  interaction	  that	  is	  about	  to	  
unfold	  between	  two	  strangers,	  then	  there	  was	  a	  utilitarian	  dimension	  to	  her	  story	  that	  I	  
missed	   completely	   at	   the	   time.	   The	  woman	  was	   not	   only	   venting	   her	   discontent,	   she	  
was	  waiting	  for	  me	  to	  make	  an	  offer	  to	  investigate	  in	  her	  building,	  to	  try	  to	  see	  what	  is	  
happening.	  Her	  discussion	  describes	  how	  little	  knowledge	  she	  has	  of	  the	  situations	  she	  
is	  preoccupied	  by.	  Precisely	  because	  she	  sees	  the	  brotherly	  nature	  of	  housing	  dealings	  
with	   some	   form	  of	   the	   informal	   economy,	   she	   is	   also	   aware	   or	   suspicious	   that	   she	   is	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missing	  much.	  She	  sees	  her	  position	  as	   limiting,	  and	  points	  the	  finger	  towards	  where	  I	  
should	  look	  at.	  
Six	  months	  later,	  in	  summer	  2010,	  Frederick	  and	  I	  are	  watching	  a	  softball	  game	  next	  to	  
public	  housing	  projects	  bordering	  Ocean	  Hill-­‐Brownsville	  and	  Crown	  Heights,	   two	   low-­‐
income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  of	  Central	  Brooklyn.	   I	   now	  pay	   for	   food	  and	  beer,	   no	  
questions	  asked.	  It	  is	  sold	  at	  the	  back	  of	  cars	  (“you’re	  not	  a	  cop	  right?”	  with	  a	  smile	  and	  
a	  quick	  laugh).	  In	  the	  past	  few	  months	  I	  hung	  out	  little	  with	  Frederick.	  His	  daily	  life	  does	  
not	  give	  much	  information	  about	  the	  housing	  market.	  	  Around	  the	  same	  time	  period,	  I	  
have	   been	   doing	  more	   fieldwork	   with	   a	   set	   of	   housing	   professionals	   I	   have	   come	   to	  
know	  in	  Fall	  2009,	  through	  someone	  named	  Larry.	  These	  individuals	  work	  on	  the	  side	  of	  
landlords	  in	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  Central	  Brooklyn.	  	  
My	   initial	   research	   strategy	   was	   to	   study	   ethnographically	   both	   sides	   of	   the	   housing	  
market	   of	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods:	   the	   tenant	   side,	   through	   people	   like	  
Frederick,	   and	   the	   landlord	   side.	   This	   research	   design	   has	   become,	   however,	  
increasingly	   pointless.	   If	   I	   stick	   too	   much	   with	   Frederick	   I	   will	   end	   up	   writing	   about	  
modern	  street	  corner	  men,	  not	  the	  housing	  market.	  	  
While	  watching	  the	  softball	  game,	  I	  share	  with	  Frederick	  my	  worries.	  	  
“What	  should	  I	  do	  to	  study	  tenants-­‐landlords	  relationships?”	  I	  ask.	  
Frederick	  tells	  me	  to	  go	  on	  Livingstone	  Street	  in	  Downtown	  Brooklyn.	  He	  has	  been	  there	  
a	  couple	  of	  times.	  	  
After	  a	  pause	  he	  says,	  “The	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court!”	  	  
I	  say	  “Oh,	  ok,	  sure.”	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I	  pause.	  
“Actually,	   I	   spend	   now	  most	   of	  my	   days	   over	   there,	  with	   these	   people	   I	  met	   a	  while	  
ago”,	  I	  say,	  referring	  to	  Larry	  and	  the	  housing	  actors	  he	  works	  with.	  	  
Frederick	  does	  not	  react.	  He	  watches	  the	  game	  and	  barely	  listens	  to	  me.	  	  
Larry	  and	  his	  people	  –	  which	  I	  call	  Larry’s	  clique	  –	  spend	  countless	  hours	  at	  the	  Brooklyn	  
Housing	  Court	  on	  Livingstone	  Street,	  trying	  to	  evict	  tenants	  from	  Central	  Brooklyn,	  the	  
immense	  area	   in	  which	  the	  clique	  operates.	  Following	  them,	   I	  have	  myself	  spend	  days	  
and	   weeks	   there,	   bored	   most	   of	   the	   time,	   not	   knowing	   if	   it	   was	   the	   right	   place	   to	  
understand	  the	  housing	  market	  that	  people	  like	  Frederick	  face.	  	  
Now,	   I	  have	  my	  answer.	  Yes,	   in	  kind,	  Larry	  and	  his	  people	  are	   the	  housing	  actors	   that	  
Frederick	  and	  the	  older	  black	  woman	  may	  face	  as	   low-­‐income	  tenants	   living	  in	  Central	  
Brooklyn.	  	  
Waiting	   patiently	   that	   the	   soft	   game	  ends,	   I	   have	   the	   feeling	   that	   I	   am	  not	   off	   target	  
anymore.	   The	   older	  woman	  was	   right.	   Low-­‐income	   tenants	   perceive	   some	   of	  what	   is	  
going	   in	  the	  housing	  market	  they	  participate	   in.	  They	  perceive	  more	  than	  the	  scholars	  
and	  analysts	  who	  are	  not	  on	  site	  see.	  But,	  they	  perceive	  only	  through	  a	  foggy	  glass	  what	  
the	  people	  they	  transact	  with	  are	  really	  up	  to	  (Lindeman	  2012).	  The	  point	  is	  to	  find	  the	  
peculiar	  position	  in	  which	  to	  observe	  what	  is	  going	  behind	  this	  foggy	  glass.	  
Hanging	  out	  with	  Frederick	   is	  not	  the	  right	  place	  to	  understand	  the	  housing	  market	   in	  
which	  he	  lives.	  
Hanging	  out	  with	  Larry’s	  clique	  is.	  




THE	  OBJECT	  OF	  STUDY	  
This	  work	   is	   interested	   in	   the	  economic	  world	  of	   small	  and	   independent	  actors	  of	   the	  
housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods	   of	   New	   York	   City,	   during	   the	  
housing	  crisis	  that	  started	  in	  2007-­‐20087.	  	  
Typically,	  these	  actors	  are	  landlords	  who	  own	  personally	  one	  or	  a	  few	  small	  buildings.	  In	  
most	  cases	  I	  have	  observed,	  such	  landlords	  own	  less	  than	  three	  buildings,	  often	  of	  small	  
size	  (six	  to	  ten	  units).	  A	  building	  of	  twenty	  units	  is	  considered	  a	  big	  building.	  In	  the	  rare	  
scholarship	   where	   these	   landlords	   appear,	   they	   are	   referred	   as	   “mom	   and	   pop”	  
landlords,	  in	  order	  to	  underline,	  rightly,	  the	  limited,	  and	  often	  inexistent,	  organizational	  
structure	  through	  which	  these	  landlords	  manage	  their	  buildings	  and	  their	  relation	  with	  
tenants	  (Gilderbloom	  et	  al.	  2009,	  Gilderbloom	  2009).	  	  
The	  world	  of	  small	  and	  independent	  housing	  actors	  is	  also	  made	  of	  real	  estate	  brokers	  
who	   are	   not	   affiliated	   to	   any	   network	   or	   corporation	   that	   operate	   in	   these	  
neighborhoods,	  such	  as	  Massy	  Knakal	  or	  Rapid	  Realty.	  Sometimes,	  these	  brokers	  do	  not	  
even	  have	  an	  office,	  but	  only	  cell	  phones.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  “World”	  is	  taken	  in	  its	  symbolic-­‐interactionist	  meaning,	  as	  the	  set	  of	  actors	  who	  have	  to	  negotiate	  with	  each	  other	  in	  
order	  to	  accomplish	  something,	  see	  Becker’s	  Art	  World	  (1982).	  Understanding	  the	  precise	  configuration	  of	  this	  world	  
is	  a	  central	  goal	  of	  this	  work.	  Therefore	  the	  relatively	  amorphous	  notion	  of	  world	  will	  be	  replaced	  with	  more	  accurate	  
categories.	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In	  this	  world,	  there	  are	  also	  housing	  lawyers	  who	  do	  mostly	  tenant-­‐landlord	  disputes	  in	  
Housing	  Court.	  They	  do	  not	  work	  with	  larger	   law	  firms.	  Such	  firms	  exist	  but	  mostly	  for	  
bigger	   landlords.	  These	   lawyers	  may	  have	  problems	  to	  pay	   for	   their	  office	  and,	   if	   they	  
have	  staff,	  they	  only	  have	  one	  employee.	  They	  also	  may	  have	  issues	  keeping	  clients,	  and	  
to	  make	  them	  pay.	  	  
Building	  managers,	  handymen,	  unlicensed	  and	  licensed	  contractors	  and	  superintendents	  
are	  also	  part	  of	  this	  world.	  Their	   income	  is	   in	  great	  part	  off-­‐the-­‐books	  and	  paid	  by	  the	  
landlord.	  Their	  professional	  skills	  are	  sometimes	  questionable,	  but	  good	  enough,	  most	  
of	  the	  time,	  to	  fix	  a	  leak	  for	  a	  few	  months,	  if	  one	  does	  not	  care	  too	  much	  about	  how	  it	  
looks.	  	  
Overall	   it	   is	   a	   world	   of	   few	   financial	   means,	   of	   few	   formal	   competences	   and	   of	   few	  
organizational	   resources.	   Yet	   it	   is	   a	   world	   of	   many	   complicated	   dealings,	   convoluted	  
strategies,	  and	  above	  all	  of	  informality.	  
These	   are	   the	   economic	   actors	   that	   many	   tenants	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods	   face.	   Tenants	   have	   to	   transact	   in	   this	   world	   and	   they	   have	   to	   settle	  
disputes	  and	   they	  constitute	  a	  critical	  element	  of	   the	  world	  of	   small	  and	   independent	  
housing	  actors.	   Indeed,	  the	  rents	  tenants	  pay	   irrigate	  all	  subsequent	  economic	  circuits	  
of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  these	  neighborhoods.	  	  
The	  tenants	  I	  have	  come	  to	  observe	  occupy	  a	  social	  position	  that	  is	  roughly	  grasped	  with	  
the	   idea	   of	   “near-­‐poverty”	   developed	   by	   Newman	   and	   Chen	   in	   the	   Missing	   Class	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(2007)8.	  These	  households	  are	  in	  and	  out	  low-­‐paying	  jobs	  that	  offer	  no	  benefits	  and	  no	  
opportunity	   for	   savings.	   Their	   life	   cycle	   is	   marked	   by	   financial	   insecurity.	   It	   is	   an	  
alternation	  of	  periods	  of	  relative	  prosperity	  and	  middle-­‐class	  lifestyle	  with	  spells	  of	  deep	  
poverty	  triggered	  by	  a	  sudden	  job	  loss	  or	  an	  illness.	  For	  these	  near-­‐poor	  tenants,	  being	  
able	   to	  pay	   rent	   is	   not	   guaranteed.	  Missing	   rent	  payment	   is	   a	   regular	   and	   structuring	  
feature	  of	  economic	  relations	  in	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  these	  neighborhoods.	  It	  triggers	  
a	   chain	   reaction	   in	   the	  economic	  world	  of	   small	   and	   independent	  housing	  actors.	  The	  
consequences	   reverberate	   from	   tenants	   to	   landlords,	   to	   housing	   lawyers,	   to	   housing	  
judges,	   to	   building	  managers,	   to	   court-­‐appointed	  marshals,	  who,	   sometimes,	   perform	  
tenants’	  eviction.	  	  
At	  the	  center	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  is	  thus	  the	  
relationship	  between	  tenant	  and	   landlord,	  with	   its	   immediate	  ramifications,	   influences	  
and	   constraints	   that	   implicate	   housing	   lawyers,	   building	   managers,	   handymen,	  
contractors,	  and	  real	  estate	  brokers.	  	  
The	  economic	  world	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  these	  neighborhoods,	  which	  entails	  both	  
housing	  professionals	   and	   tenants,	   exists	   in	   a	   context.	   It	   can	  be	   characterized	   around	  
two	   dimensions.	   On	   one	   hand	   there	   is	   the	   massive	   gentrification	   of	   New	   York	   City,	  
sometimes	   called	   super-­‐gentrification	   because	   it	   is	   linked	   to	   the	   localization	   of	  
globalized	  elites	   (Lees	  2003,	   Sassen	  2001).	   It	   has	   triggered	  a	  dramatic	   rise	  of	   rents	   all	  
over	  New	  York	  City,	  even	  during	  and	  after	  the	  2008	  housing	  crisis	  (Furman	  Center	  2012).	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	   It	   is	  noteworthy	   that	  Newman	  and	  Chen	  have	   forged	  the	  concept	  of	  “near-­‐poverty”	   that	  constitutes	   the	  “missing	  
class”	   by	   following	   families	   from	  New	   York	   City,	   especially	   in	   Brooklyn	   and	  Northern	  Manhattan.	   The	   families	   the	  
authors	  study	  live	  in	  neighborhoods	  that	  in	  the	  early	  2000s	  are	  different	  but	  similar	  to	  the	  ones	  in	  which	  I	  have	  done	  
fieldwork	  between	  2008	  and	  2012,	  taking	  into	  account	  the	  “shifting”	  impact	  of	  the	  process	  of	  gentrification.	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The	  consequence	  is	  that	  in	  2011	  47%	  of	  low-­‐income	  tenants	  in	  New	  York	  City	  pay	  more	  
than	  50%	  of	   their	   income	  on	  rent	   (Furman	  Center	  2012).	  By	  contrast,	  only	  2%	  of	  non-­‐
low-­‐income	  tenants	  in	  NYC	  are	  similarly	  rent-­‐burdened.	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  the	  housing	  
market	   in	   New	   York	   City	   is	   heavily	   regulated	   and	   supervised,	   and	   not	   only	   by	   the	  
housing	  professions’	   institutional	   controls	   (licensing	  and	  codes	  of	  ethics,	   for	   instance).	  
The	  City	  and	  State’s	  legal	  apparatus	  plays	  a	  constant	  role	  in	  the	  ordinary	  economic	  life	  
of	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods.	   More	   than	   half	   of	   all	  
tenants	   in	  New	  York	   City,	   for	   instance,	   benefit	   from	   rent	   subsidies	   or	   rent	   protection	  
(Furman	  Center	  2012).	  	  
From	   this	   context	  emerges	   the	   tension	   that	  molds	   this	  economic	  world:	   an	  extremely	  
expensive	  housing	  market	  for	  near-­‐poor	  tenants	  and	  a	  countervailing	  supervision	  by	  the	  
state	  apparatus	  of	  most	  economic	  transactions.	  The	  key	  issue	  of	  the	  present	  work	  is	  to	  
show	  how	   this	   context	   shapes	   the	   inner	  workings	  of	   the	  housing	  market	   in	  ways	   that	  
deviate	  from	  how	  the	  housing	  market	  has	  been	  institutionalized	  during	  the	  20th	  century.	  
Because	   of	   this	   deviation,	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   these	   neighborhoods,	   the	   world	   of	  
actors	  and	  transactions	  that	  constitute	  it,	  does	  not	  look	  like	  what	  the	  literature	  assumes	  
and	  does	  not	  look	  like	  what	  outsiders	  think	  it	  is.	  
	  
AN	  ECONOMIC	  WORLD	  IN	  THE	  BLIND	  SPOT	  OF	  THE	  SCHOLARSHIP	  
The	   scholarship	   on	   the	   housing	   market	   tries	   to	   understand	   how	   the	   American	  
metropolis	   is	  mapped,	   that	   is	   to	   say	   to	   identify	   the	   economic	   processes	   behind	   the	  
geographical	   patterns	   of	   American	   cities.	   The	   housing	   market	   is	   conceived	   as	   the	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mechanisms	  (mechanisms	  which	  can	  be	  understood	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  ways)	  through	  which	  
people	   and	   activities	   are	   sorted	   out	   and	   clustered	   geographically	   along	   a	   variety	   of	  
dimensions	  (ethno-­‐racial	  identities,	  cultural	  affiliations	  or	  class	  divisions).	  
In	   very	  broad	   terms	   the	   scholarship	   is	   organized	   around	   two	   intellectual	   orientations,	  
Human	  Ecology	  (HE)	  and	  Political	  Economy	  (PE),	  and	  three	  empirical	  questions:	  How	  to	  
explain	   the	   division	   of	   American	   cities	   along	   ethno-­‐racial	   lines9?	   How	   to	   explain	   the	  
division	   of	   American	   cities	   along	   class	   lines10?	   And,	   more	   recently,	   what	   is	   the	  
differential	   geographical	   impact	   of	   the	   financialization	   of	   the	   housing	   industry	   after	  
200011?	  
Human	  Ecology	  relies	  on	  neo-­‐classic	  market	  assumptions	  and	  a	  demographic-­‐statistical	  
approach	  to	  measure	  the	  dynamic	  distribution	  of	  people	  and	  activities	  in	  space	  (Hawley	  
1950,	   Park	   and	   Burges	   1984,	   Schwirian	   1983).	   Political	   Economy	   relies	   on	   either	   neo-­‐
Marxist	   ideas	   (Castells	   1979,	   Harvey	   1982,	   Smith	   1996)	   or	   on	   notions	   of	   “elites”	   and	  
power	  (Logan	  and	  Molotch	  1987,	  Molotch	  1976,	  Stone	  1989)	  for	  understanding	  how	  the	  
housing	  market	  works.	  PE	  pays	  particular	  attention	  to	  struggles	  that	  are	  not	  mediated	  
by	   the	   market	   –	   influence	   struggles,	   political	   struggles,	   local	   mobilizations	   –	   for	  
understanding	  the	  location	  of	  people	  and	  activities	  in	  the	  city.	  	  	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	   For	   a	   historical	   perspective	   on	   racial	   residential	   segregation	   see:	   Fox-­‐Gotham	   2002,	   Hirsh	   1982,	   Osofsky	   1966,	  
Massey	  and	  Denton	  1993,	  Spear	  1967,	  Sugrue	  1996.	  For	  a	  focus	  on	  contemporary	  forms	  of	  segregation	  see	  the	  survey	  
of	  the	  literature	  in	  Apgar	  and	  Calder	  2005,	  Turner	  and	  Ross	  2005,	  Zubrinsky-­‐Charles	  2003.	  
10	   The	   literature	   on	   disinvestment	   and	   gentrification	   which	   is	   the	   core	   of	   this	   sub-­‐field	   has	   been	   the	   object	   of	  
countless	  reviews	  and	  textbooks,	  see	  among	  other	  Brown-­‐Saracino	  (2010)	  Lees	  et	  al.	  (2010).	  
11	  The	  focus	  on	  the	  coupling	  of	  finance	  and	  housing	  has	  led	  scholars	  to	  pay	  attention	  to	  regulation	  and	  regulators,	  to	  
banks,	  to	  government	  sponsored	  enterprises,	   financial	   intermediaries,	   financial	   literacy	  of	  households,	  and	  financial	  
innovations	   (e.g.	  Aalbers	  2008,	   Immergluck	  2009),	  while	   racial	  disparities	  are	  newly	   re-­‐inspected	   (Hyra	  et	   al.	   2013,	  
Rugh	  and	  Massey	  2010)	  and	  political	  economy	  perspectives	  are	  reinvigorated	  (Fox-­‐Gotham	  2006).	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Crossing	  the	  two	  theoretical	  orientations	  with	  the	  three	  empirical	  questions,	  one	  gets	  a	  
fair	   representation	  of	  how	  the	   literature	  on	  the	  housing	  market	   is	  organized,	  with	   the	  
most	  revered	  works	  being	  able	  to	  cross	  various	  intellectual	  divides	  and	  to	  tackle	  several	  
empirical	  questions,	  such	  as	  Massey	  and	  Denton’s	  American	  Apartheid	  (1993).	  
These	   varied	   approaches	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   have	   in	   common	   to	   explain	   spatial	  
distribution	  and	  clustering	  and	  to	  cast	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  as	  a	  residual	  
geographical	   entity.	   Such	   neighborhoods	   are	   understood	   as	   created	   by	   external	  
(economic	  and	  political)	  forces,	  whether	  it	  is	  the	  discriminatory	  practices	  of	  real	  estate	  
brokers,	   the	   downtown	   elites	   who	   disinvest	   from	   the	   inner	   city,	   the	   white	   ethnic	  
immigrants	   who	   flee	   to	   the	   suburbs	   attracted	   by	   federal	   policies,	   or	   the	   new	   liberal	  
tastes	   of	   the	   young	   white	   middle-­‐class	   people	   who	   gentrify	   minority	   neighborhoods.	  
Within	  this	  broad	  horizon,	  to	  investigate	  the	  small	  and	  independent	  actors	  operating	  in	  
the	  housing	  market	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  is	  mostly	  a	  futile	  endeavor.	  
Such	   inquiry	   cannot	   yield	   any	   insight	   into	   the	   processes	   behind	   the	   geography	   of	   the	  
city.	   Everything	   of	   significance	   happens	   elsewhere,	   outside	   the	   boundaries	   of	   low-­‐
income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  	  
In	   this	   intellectual	   landscape,	   the	   small	   and	   independent	   housing	   actors	   that	   are	   the	  
focus	  of	  the	  present	  research	  are	  mostly	  absent.	  When	  they	  appear	  in	  the	  literature,	  it	  is	  
around	  two	  hollow	  figures.	  First,	  “the	  passive	  rentier”,	  who	  makes	  a	  living	  by	  collecting	  
effortlessly	  rent	  from	  tenants.	  It	  is	  a	  figure	  that	  applies	  to	  small	  landlords	  (see	  Logan	  and	  
Molotch	  1987:30-­‐31).	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The	  second	  figure	   is	  the	  one	  of	  “the	  mean	  trickster”	  who	  abuses	  of	   its	  tenants’	   fragile	  
social	  situation	  to	  make	  an	  extra	  amount	  of	  money	  (Desmond	  2012	  a,	  2012b,	  Newman	  
1999:3-­‐4,	   Newman	   and	   Chen	   2007:	   chapter	   6).	   It	   is	   a	   figure	   that	   applies	   not	   only	   to	  
landlords	   but	   also	   to	   real	   estate	   brokers.	   Very	   little	   significance	   is	   granted	   to	   the	  
economic	  actors	  that	  are	  the	  center	  of	  this	  research	   in	  the	  current	   literature	  –	  at	  best	  




SHIFTING	  STANCE:	  FROM	  SPATIAL	  DISTRIBUTION	  TO	  LOCAL	  STRATIFICATION	  
Inspired	  by	  the	   literature	  on	  the	  various	  social	  strata	  and	  dynamics	  of	  economic	   life	   in	  
low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods,	  the	  present	  work	  operates	  a	  shift	  in	  perspective	  in	  
the	  literature	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  (see	  Boyd	  1991;	  Drake	  and	  Cayton	  1945:	  chapters	  
16	   &	   17;	   Fatoe	   1988;	   Feagin	   and	   Imani	   1994;	   Light	   and	   Bonacich	   1988;	   Portes	   and	  
Sensebrenner	  1993;	  Venkatesh	  2006;	  Waldinger	  1993;	  Wilson	  and	  Portes	  1980).	  	  	  
Instead	  of	   framing	   the	   housing	  market	   as	   a	   set	   of	  mechanisms	   that	   distribute	   people	  
and	  activities	  in	  space,	  this	  research	  looks	  at	  the	  housing	  market	  as	  a	  set	  of	  mechanisms	  
that	  creates	  economic	  differentiation	  within	  the	  local	  social	  life	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  
neighborhoods12.	   Instead	   of	   isolating	   the	   housing	  market	   from	   the	   local	   social	   life,	   of	  
seeing	  it	  as	  an	  overwhelming	  and	  larger	  force	  that	  shapes	  the	  entire	  city,	  this	  research	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12	  I	  use	  economic	  differentiation	  and	  stratification	  interchangeably.	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looks	  at	  how	  the	  local	  housing	  actors	  plug	  themselves	  into	  the	  local	  social	  life	  and	  mold	  
the	  economic	  environment	  of	  the	  poor	  and	  near-­‐poor	  living	  in	  these	  neighborhoods.	  	  
The	   housing	   market	   is	   a	   chief	   dynamics	   in	   the	   economic	   life	   of	   poor	   and	   near-­‐poor	  
people	   living	   in	   these	   areas.	  Homes	   and	   commercial	   spaces,	   low-­‐skills/low-­‐wage	   jobs,	  
opportunities	  for	  accumulating	  and	  for	  losing	  wealth	  circulate	  through	  the	  local	  housing	  
market.	   As	   such	   it	   participates	   to	   local	   forms	   of	   economic	   differentiation	   and	  
inequalities.	   The	   goal,	   then,	   is	   to	   delineate	   the	   positions	   and	   roles	   created	   by	   actual	  
relations	   and	   transactions	   in	   the	   housing	  market	   and	   to	   explain	   the	   dynamics	   of	   this	  
local	  stratification,	  meaning	  movements	  between	  positions.	  	  
The	   key	   result	   is	   that	   this	   local	   stratification	   cannot	   be	   summarized	   by	   the	  
institutionalized	   division	   of	   labor	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   into	   formal	   roles,	   such	   as	  
“tenant”,	   “landlord”,	   “housing	   lawyer”,	   “real	   estate	   broker”	   etc.	   This	   role	   structure	  
provides	   a	   basic	   grid	   that	   housing	   actors	   and	   local	   populations	   living	   in	   these	  
neighborhoods	   struggle	   with.	   The	   people	   I	   have	   observed	   bundle	   roles,	   push	   role-­‐
boundaries,	   and	   emancipate	   themselves,	   to	   a	   certain	   extent,	   from	   the	   grid	   itself.	   By	  
their	  actions	  and	  relations,	  they	  transform	  the	  grid	  of	  institutionalized	  role-­‐structure	  in	  
the	  market	   and	   create	   something	   new.	   It	   is	   not	   only	   a	   new	   organization	   of	   the	   local	  
housing	  market;	   it	   is	   also	  a	  new	  economic	  environment	   for	   the	   local	  population,	  with	  
new	  pathways	  for	  upward	  mobility	  and	  new	  traps	  for	  downward	  mobility.	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HOUSING	  ACTORS	  AND	  LOCAL	  POPULATION:	  TWO	  LINKED	  ECOLOGIES	  
The	  process	  under	   study	   is	   the	  mutual	   shaping	  between	   two	   linked	  ecologies	   (Abbott	  
2005)13.	  	  
On	  one	  hand,	  there	  are	  small	  and	  independent	  local	  housing	  professionals.	  Sometimes,	  
these	  actors	  configure	  their	  economic	  relations	  at	  a	  distance	  from	  the	  institutionalized	  
modes	   of	   transacting	   in	   the	   housing	   market.	   Doing	   so,	   they	   can	   meet	   the	   specific	  
challenges	  and	   seize	   the	   specific	   opportunities	   that	   stem	   from	   the	   project	   of	  making	  
money	   out	   of	   the	   housing	   needs	   of	   poor	   and	   near-­‐poor	   minorities.	   Among	   the	  
challenges	   are:	   handling	   the	   tensions	   between	   the	   limited	   financial	  means	   of	   tenants	  
and	   the	   relative	   protection	   that	   the	   law	   grants	   them;	   producing	   locally	   a	   sense	   of	  
professional	   self-­‐esteem	  and	  moral	   justice	  while	  dwelling	   in	   economic	   affairs	   that	   are	  
partly	   informal.	  Among	  the	  opportunities	   is	   the	  peculiar	  situation	  that,	   in	  a	  somewhat	  
protected	   and	   “hot”	   housing	  market,	   buildings	   in	   low-­‐income	   areas	   have	  much	  more	  
value	   empty	   than	   filled	   with	   paying	   tenants.	   Tenants,	   therefore,	   stand	   in	   the	   way	   of	  
quickly	   accumulating	   profits.	   Housing	   professionals	  who	   know	   how	   to	   deal	  with	   such	  
situations	   are	   able	   to	   devise	   economic	   strategies	   that	   may	   yield	   sizeable	   economic	  
rewards.	  
On	   the	   other	   hand,	   there	   is	   the	   ecology	   of	   the	   local	   population	   in	   which	   housing	  
professionals	  operate.	  This	  population	  is	  internally	  differentiated	  by	  a	  myriad	  of	  support	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13	  By	  ecology,	   I	  mean	  the	   following	  kind	  of	  configuration	  of	  social	   relations:	  “Ecology	   thus	  names	  a	  social	   structure	  
that	  is	  less	  unified	  than	  a	  machine	  or	  organism,	  but	  that	  is	  considerably	  more	  unified	  than	  a	  social	  world	  made	  up	  of	  
the	   autonomous,	   atomic	   beings	   of	   classical	   liberalism	   or	   the	   probabilistic	   interacting	   rational	   actors	   of	  
microeconomics”	   (Abbott	   2005:248).	   The	   perspective	   in	   terms	   of	   ecology	   enables	   scholars	   to	   understand	   the	  
constitution	  of	  the	  acting	  entities	  in	  a	  social	  world	  by	  looking	  at	  their	  environment,	  instead	  of	  assuming	  ex-­‐ante	  what	  
these	   acting	   entities	   are	   and	   then	   looking	   at	   their	   interactions.	   This	   approach,	   coupled	   with	   an	   ethnographic	  
methodology,	  entails	  the	  suspension	  of	  the	  common	  descriptive	  categories	  that	  I	  evoked	  in	  the	  Prologue	  and	  allows	  
the	  apparition	  to	  the	  researcher’s	  eyes	  of	  new	  configurations	  of	  social	  life	  in	  the	  housing	  market.	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networks,	  which	  may	   include	   formal	  organizations,	   such	  as	   lawyers,	   community	  based	  
organizations,	   religious	   organizations,	   or	   legal	   aid	   societies.	   For	   this	   population	   the	  
housing	  market,	  as	  sometimes	  re-­‐configured	  by	  local	  housing	  actors,	  represent	  several	  
things:	   the	   access	   to	   a	   critical	   and	   expensive	   resource	   (a	   roof	   over	   one’s	   head);	   an	  
almost	   never-­‐ending	   series	   of	   low-­‐skilled	   and	   low-­‐paid	   jobs,	   from	   superintendent	   to	  
handymen	   and	   to	   contracting	   jobs;	   and	   a	   pathway	   for	   upward	   mobility	   and	   greater	  
wealth	  by	  becoming	  a	   landlord,	  either	   through	  a	  mortgage	  or	   through	  more	  complex,	  
partly	  informal,	  mechanisms.	  	  
The	  interaction	  of	  these	  two	  ecologies	  shapes	  the	  economic	  relationships	  that	  make	  up	  
the	   housing	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods.	   This	   product	   can	   be	   seen	  
from	  the	   inside	  –	   i.e.	   the	   inner-­‐workings	  of	   the	  housing	  market	  as	   seen	  by	   those	  who	  
derive	  money	  from	  these	  economic	  relationships.	  It	  can	  also	  be	  seen	  from	  the	  outside	  –	  
i.e.	   the	   economic	   structures	   that	   people	   in	   these	   communities	   face.	   The	   present	  
approach	  offers	  two	  significant	  intellectual	  pay	  offs.	  
HOUSING	  MARKET	  AND	  HOUSING	  GAME	  
First,	  it	  gives	  a	  (new)	  segmented	  view	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  within	  low-­‐income	  minority	  
neighborhoods,	   instead	   of	   a	   unified	   one.	   Two	   kinds	   of	   housing	   market	   oppose	   each	  
other	  and	  coexist,	  with	  intermediary	  shades	  in	  between.	  One	  kind	  is	  the	  regulated	  and	  
institutionalized	  housing	  market	  that	  came	  into	  being	  mostly	  in	  the	  first	  half	  of	  the	  20th	  
century	   (Garb	   2005,	   Hornstein	   2005,	   Lewinner	   2006,	   Hughes	   Weiss	   1987,	   1989	   and	  
more	   generally	   Abbott	   1992:	   chapters	   1	  &	   11).	   In	   this	  market	   the	   official	   and	   formal	  
terminology	   of	   “landlord”,	   “tenant”,	   “housing	   lawyer”	   etc.	   represents	   adequately	   the	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roles	   and	   strategies	   of	   the	   local	   housing	   actors.	   It	   is	   the	   housing	   market	   that	   the	  
literature	   has	   deemed	   unworthy	   of	   studying	   because	   mostly	   inconsequential	   for	   the	  
geographical	  distribution	  of	  people	  and	  activities	  in	  the	  city.	  	  
The	  second	  kind	  of	  housing	  market	  –	  which	  is	  the	  key	  focus	  of	  this	  research	  –	  is	  marked	  
by	   the	   presence	   of	   “local	   predatory	   machines”	   that	   fight	   “professional	   tenants	   who	  
abuse	  the	  system”	  and	  that	  take	  advantage	  of	  “foolish	  landlords”	  and,	  more	  broadly,	  of	  
all	  the	  housing	  actors	  “who	  are	  too	  stupid	  to	  play	  the	  game	  right”.	  In	  this	  local	  economy,	  
actors,	   roles	  and	  strategies	   from	  “landlord”	   to	  “tenant”	  are	   redefined	   in	  contrast	  with	  
their	  official	  definitions;	  the	  boundary	  between	  fair	  and	  exploitive	  economic	  practices	  is	  
redrawn	   through	   the	   maxim	   “everyone	   has	   the	   right	   to	   make	   a	   buck”;	   and	   verbal	  
violence	  and	  incivility	  give	  its	  texture	  to	  ordinary	  market	  relations.	  	  
Thus,	   (at	   least)	   two	  housing	  markets	  cohabit	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority:	  what	  we	  usually	  
call	  the	  housing	  market	  and	  the	  “housing	  game”.	  
The	   literature	   on	   the	   housing	   market	   already	   uses	   the	   vocabulary	   of	   the	   game	   to	  
describe	  the	  struggles	  within	  the	  interconnected	  political,	  real	  estate	  and	  business	  elites	  
(Feagin	   1983,	   see	   also	   Logan	   and	  Molotch	   1987).	   But	   here,	   “to	   play	   the	   game”	   is	   an	  
expression	  used	  by	  people	  who	  are	  wholly	  disconnected	  from	  the	  elite	  circles	  at	  the	  City	  
and	  State	  level.	  Game	  is	  a	  word	  that	  is	  used	  to	  differentiate	  the	  actors	  that	  abide	  by	  the	  
institutionalized	  rules	  of	  the	  housing	  market,	  from	  those	  who	  play	  with	  these	  rules,	  who	  
“work”	  the	  system.	  The	  meaning	  of	  this	   indigenous	  category	  is	  associated	  with	  several	  
local	   and	   meaningful	   distinctions:	   what	   is	   the	   difference	   between	   a	   “tenant”	   and	   a	  
“professional	  tenant”?	  Between	  a	  “predatory	  machine”	  and	  a	  firm	  providing	  “real	  estate	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services”?	  Between	  a	  “passive	  rentier”	  and	  a	  “foolish	  landlord	  who	  doesn’t	  know	  how	  to	  
play	  the	  game”?	  What	  does	  it	  mean	  for	  a	  tenant	  to	  “play	  the	  game	  right”?	  	  
With	   such	   vocabulary,	   the	  housing	   actors,	   however,	   give	   out	  more	   information	   about	  
how	   they	   experience	   their	   peculiar	   economic	   strategies	   and	   social	   position	   than	   they	  
may	   wish.	   They	   indicate	   they	   are	   partly	   aware	   that	   their	   “game”	   is	   not	   a	   perfectly	  
ordered	   underworld,	   as	   described	   by	   the	   first	   Chicago	   School	   (see	   Sutherland’s	  
Professional	   Thief	   1937).	   There	   is	   a	   concealed	   acknowledgement	   of	   inefficacy	   and	  
amateurism	  in	  economic	  affairs.	  Economic	  actors	  in	  the	  game	  are	  haunted	  by	  feelings	  of	  
inefficacy.	   It	   attacks	   their	   confidence	   that	   they	   do	   more	   than	   gesticulations	   or	   talks.	  
Indeed,	   their	   “predatory	  machines”	   disband	   easily,	   moral	   categories	   are	   slippery	   and	  
leak	  into	  each	  other,	  and	  incivility	  and	  verbal	  violence	  illustrate	  the	  repressed	  fantasy	  of	  
belonging	  to	  the	  local	  organized	  crime	  –	  “the	  boys”	  as	  mobsters	  are	  called	  –	  more	  than	  
it	   fulfills	   any	   clear	   functions	   in	   the	   game.	   The	   partly	   informal	   economic	   life	   of	   the	  
housing	  game	  fights	  by	  all	  means	  necessary	  the	  actors’	  creeping	  experience	  of	  passivity,	  
helplessness,	  and	  low	  self-­‐efficacy	  –	  but	  it	  is	  not	  always	  successful.	  “Game”	  sheds	  light	  
on	  the	  dramaturgy	  of	  this	  economic	  world,	  the	  layers	  of	  meaning	  and	  symbolic	  practices	  
that	  can	  cover	  up,	  but	  only	  in	  part,	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  game	  does	  not	  fully	  work	  for	  those	  
involved	  in	  it.	  
PATRONS-­‐CLIENTS	  TIES	  AND	  THE	  EXPERIENCE	  OF	  POVERTY	  AND	  NEAR-­‐POVERTY	  
Second,	   an	   approach	   in	   terms	   of	   linked	   ecologies	   yield	   new	   results	   on	   the	   kind	   of	  
structures	  that	  organize	  the	  economic	  life	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  communities	  and	  the	  
associated	  experience	  of	  poverty	  and	  near-­‐poverty.	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Studying	   the	   re-­‐configuration	   of	   the	   housing	  market	   through	   “predatory	  machines”,	   I	  
have	  observed	   the	   formation	  of	   patrons-­‐clients	   between	   local	   housing	   actors	   and	   the	  
local	   population.	   Patrons-­‐clients	   ties	   have	   been	   defined	   as	   “lop-­‐sided	   instrumental	  
friendship”	  (Wolff	  1966).	  They	  describe	  a	  mode	  of	  circulation	  of	  goods	  and	  services,	  of	  
prestige	  and	  sense	  of	  security,	  in	  interpersonal	  and	  power-­‐laden	  relationships	  between	  
two	  heavily	  unequal	  individuals	  (Scott	  1972).	  	  
Patrons-­‐clients	  ties	  have	  been	  documented	  in	  the	  US	  between	  local	  government	  officials	  
and	  immigrants	  living	  in	  low-­‐income	  neighborhoods	  during	  the	  late	  19th	  century	  and	  the	  
first	  half	   of	   the	  20th	   century	   (Erie	  1990,	  Whyte	  1955).	   Following	   the	  disappearance	  of	  
the	   classic	   form	  of	   the	  political	  machines,	   the	   structural	   conditions	  of	   the	  urban	  poor	  
have	  been	  approached	  through	  a	  different	   idea,	  “social	   isolation”	   (Wilson	  1987,	  1996,	  
Venkatesh	  2003).	  Recently,	  scholars	  have	  developed	  new	  perspectives	  on	  the	  structures	  
of	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods,	   against	   the	   limits	   of	   the	   social	   isolation	  
perspective	  (Small	  2008).	  Pattillo	  and	  Venkatesh	  shed	  light	  on	  processes	  of	  stratification	  
within	  low-­‐income	  minority	  areas	  through	  positions	  of	  brokerage	  with	  the	  outside	  world	  
(Pattillo	   2006,	  Venkatesh	  2006).	  Desmond	  has	   created	   the	  notion	  of	   “disposable	   ties”	  
against	  a	  strong	  view	  on	  local	  community	  and	  support	  networks	  (Desmond	  2012).	  	  
Depicting	   the	   immediate	   economic	   environment	   of	   the	   poor	   as	   partly	   structured	   by	  
patronage	   ties,	   the	   present	   work	   participates	   to	   these	   renewed	   perspectives	   on	   the	  
structures	   of	   low-­‐income	   minority	   communities.	   In	   addition,	   documenting	   patronage	  
ties	  is	  consistent	  with	  how	  Venkatesh	  describes	  relationships	  between	  the	  “Moms”	  and	  
local	   pastors	   in	   the	   South	   Side	   of	   Chicago	   (2006:	   chapter	   2	   &	   5)	   and	   how	   Marwell	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depicts	   relationship	   between	   Community	   Based	   Organizations	   that	   provide	   social	  
services	  and	  local	  families	  in	  Brooklyn	  (Marwell	  2007).	  	  
Associated	  to	  the	  existence	  of	  relations	  of	  patronage	  in	  the	  local	  economy,	  there	  is	  an	  
experience	  of	  poverty	  and	  near-­‐poverty	  that	  contrasts	  with	  common	  depictions	  of	  the	  
texture	   of	   hardship	   (Newman	   and	   Peeples-­‐Massengill	   2006).	   In	   the	   tradition	   of	   the	  
Chicago	   School,	   the	   scholarship	   has	   emphasized	   status	   micro-­‐differentiations	   in	  
sociability	   that	   compensate	   for	   an	   overall	   isolation	   (Anderson	   1973,	   Duneier	   1992,	  
Liebow	   1967,	   Wacquant	   2004)	   and	   solidarity	   feelings	   associated	   with	   collective	  
strategies	  of	  survival	  (Duneier	  1999,	  Edin	  and	  Lein	  1997,	  Stack	  1974).	  	  The	  experience	  of	  
poverty	   and	   near-­‐poverty	   shaped	   by	   the	   housing	   “game”	   is	   different.	   It	   is	   one	  where	  
significant	   resources	   are	   within	   reach	   and	   can	   be	   seized	   –	   conquered,	   in	   fact	   –	   by	  
belonging	  to	  patronage	  ties,	  that	  is	  to	  say	  by	  bowing	  to	  the	  dictates	  of	  more	  resourceful	  
people,	  who	  may	  not	  be	  trusted	  to	  act	  in	  one’s	  interest.	  This	  experience	  is	  the	  unstable	  
combination	  of	  a	  world	  perceived	  as	  full	  of	  concealed	  riches	  that	  can	  be	  unlocked	  only	  
through	   distrustful	   yet	   interpersonal	   relations	   of	   dependency.	   In	   this	   peculiar	  
perspective,	   people	   shift	   quickly	   from	   being	   friend	   to	   being	   foe14,	   double-­‐agents	   are	  
constant	   worries,	   simple	   questions	   as	   who	   works	   for	   whom,	   towards	   which	   goals,	  
receive	  unstable	  answers,	  and	  hubristic	  anger	  and	  joy	  accompany	  expectations	  of	  high	  
rewards,	  of	  rainfalls	  of	  money,	  and	  feelings	  of	  being	  robbed.	  	  
It	   is	   an	   experience	   of	   poverty	   that	   Katz	   came	   into	   contact	   with,	   indirectly,	   when	   he	  
studied	  legal-­‐aid	  lawyers	  in	  Chicago	  in	  the	  mid	  1970s.	  He	  writes:	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  I	  owe	  the	  “friend-­‐foe”	  distinction	  to	  Prof.	  Shamus	  Khan.	  
	   33	  
“The	  private	  sector’s	  special	  methods	  for	  structuring	  relations	  with	  the	  poor	  are	  
too	  inconsistent,	  too	  emotional,	  too	  personal,	  too	  feudal	  –	  in	  sum,	  insufficiently	  
rational	  to	  pass	  review	  of	  the	  modern	  moral	  conscience.	  The	  thrust	  of	  [Legal	  Aid	  
Services’]	   litigation	  against	   such	  exploitation	   is	   not	   to	  eliminate	  poverty	  but	   to	  
civilize	   it.	   […]	   Whatever	   lawyers’	   motivations,	   their	   thrust	   is	   to	   make	   the	  
persistence	   of	   poverty	   less	   outrageous	   by	   eliminating	   collections	   and	   evictions	  
charged	   with	   personal	   emotions,	   ethnic	   tensions	   and	   racial	   prejudices”	   (Katz	  
1982:182-­‐183)	  
Taking	  into	  account	  the	  proximate	  economic	  relationships	  in	  which	  the	  poor	  and	  near-­‐
poor	   are	   embedded,	   in	   both	   their	   structural	   and	   experiential	   components,	   one	   can	  
amend	  the	  (resurging)	  debates	  about	  the	  culture	  of	  poverty	  (Harding	  et	  al.	  2010,	  Lewis	  
1966).	  Economic	  behaviors	  and	  beliefs	  that	  may	  seem	  puzzling,	  irrational,	  or	  unrealistic,	  
become	   sensible	   when	   is	   recreated	   the	   peculiar	   nature	   of	   the	   immediate	   economic	  
relations	  of	  the	  poor	  and	  near-­‐poor.	   It	   is	   in	  the	  dynamics	  of	   these	  proximate	  relations	  
that	  are	  created	  understandings	  about	  where	  economic	  opportunities	  are	   located	  and	  
what	   sensible	   economic	   strategies	   are.	   The	   housing	   game	   is	   a	   milieu	   that	   acts	   as	   a	  
reflecting	   and	   distorting	   screen	   through	  which	   the	   local	   population	   perceives	   its	   own	  
economic	  world,	  similar	  to	  the	  boarding	  schools	  that	  creates	  the	  experience	  for	  elite’s	  
children	   that	   hard	   work	   and	   talent	   is	   the	   key	   to	   their	   actual	   social	   position,	   not	  
structural	  advantage	  (Khan	  2012).	  The	  world	  perceived	  through	  the	  housing	  game	  is	  one	  
of	  interpersonal	  struggles	  and	  alliances	  where	  resources	  are	  pooled	  and	  snatched	  from	  
each	   other.	   What	   is	   occulted	   in	   this	   image	   is	   the	   fundamental	   marginality	   of	   this	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economic	   world	   from	   the	   formal	   organizations	   and	   bureaucracies	   that	   massively	  
distribute	  rewards	  and	  resources	  in	  the	  larger	  economy.	  	  	  
	  
DATA:	  LARRY’S	  CLIQUE	  AND	  ANDRES’	  NETWORK	  OF	  SUPPORT	  
The	   research	   is	   based	   on	   almost	   three	   years	   of	   ethnographic	   observations	   of	   two	  
interconnected	  groups	  (fall	  2009-­‐fall	  2012):	  Larry’s	  clique	  and	  Andres’	  network.	  It	  is	  the	  
dual	  structure	  of	  this	  data	  that	  makes	  possible,	  in	  part,	  an	  argument	  in	  which	  the	  inner	  
workings	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   and	   the	   local	   social	   life	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods	  shapes	  each	  other.	  Larry’s	  clique	   is	  made	  of	   local	   independent	  housing	  
professionals,	  while	  Andres’	  network	   is	   a	   local	   support	  network.	  Both	  groupings	  meet	  
and	  mesh	   in	   summer	   2010,	   trying	   to	  make	  money	   together,	   before	   diverging	   bitterly	  
after	  a	  year	  and	  a	  half	  of	  intense	  cooperation.	  This	  longitudinal	  dynamics	  is	  the	  empirical	  
foundation	   for	   shifting	   the	   standpoint	   from	   studying	   the	   housing	   inside-­‐out	   and	   to	  
seeing	   the	   housing	  market	   from	   outside-­‐in,	   that	   is	   to	   say	   from	   the	   standpoint	   of	   the	  
local	  social	  life	  in	  these	  neighborhoods.	  	  
LARRY:	  “MY	  PEOPLE”	  
When	  Larry	  hands	  his	  business	  card	  to	  someone	  he	  has	   just	  met,	  one	  can	  see	  written	  
“Laurent	   Nehmad,	   licensed	   real	   estate	   broker”,	   two	   phone	   numbers,	   a	   yahoo	   e-­‐mail	  
address,	  and	  the	  logo	  of	  equal	  housing	  opportunity.	  No	  mention	  of	  an	  office	  address,	  or	  
of	  an	  organization	  to	  which	  he	  would	  belong.	  	  
Larry	  is	  my	  first	  key	  informant.	  He	  both	  gave	  me	  access	  to	  his	  world	  of	  transactions	  and	  
relations	   and	   he	   commented	   about	   it	   for	   me	   (see	   similar	   roles	   played	   by	   “Ruby”	   in	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Stack’s	  All	  Our	  Kin	  (1974),	  “Hakim”	  in	  Duneier’s	  Sidewalk	  (1999)	  and	  “JT”	  in	  Venkatesh’s	  
Gang	   Leader	   for	   a	   Day	   (2006);	   for	   general	   statements	   about	   the	   peculiar	   role	   of	   key	  
informant	  see	  Rabinow’s	  Reflections	  on	  Fieldwork	  in	  Morocco	  (1977)).	  
Most	  people	  do	  not	  pay	  much	  attention	  to	  the	  business	  card	  that	  Larry	  hands	  them.	  But	  
sometimes,	  someone	  would	  ask	  Larry	  whom	  he	  works	  with,	  whom	  he	  is	  affiliated	  with.	  
Larry	  would	  answer	  he	  is	  not	  affiliated	  with	  anyone.	  Larry	  would	  say	  he	  is	  a	  licensed	  real	  
estate	  broker	  and	  a	  building	  manager.	  After	   a	  pause,	  he	  would	  add	   “I	   evict	   tenants,	   I	  
love	  making	  people	  homeless”.	  He	  would	  laugh	  and	  would	  wrap	  his	  quick	  introduction	  
saying,	   “I	   know	   how	   to	   play	   the	   game.	   I’m	   not	   too	   smart,	   I	   have	   been	   doing	   this	   for	  
twenty-­‐five	   years.	   I’m	   just	   a	   schmuck	   from	   Brooklyn”.	   Already	   on	   the	   go,	   he	   would	  
commonly	   say	   “Call	   me	   if	   you	   need	   anything”	   making	   sure	   that	   the	   other	   individual	  
understands	  that	  Larry	  can	  help	  to	  solve	  one’s	  problem,	  whatever	  it	  may	  be.	  	  	  
Larry	   does	   not	   belong	   to	   any	   of	   the	  well-­‐known	   networks	   of	   real	   estate	   brokers	   and	  
building	   managers	   that	   are	   present	   in	   the	   housing	   market	   of	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods	   in	   New	   York	   City,	   such	   as	   Rapid	   Realty,	   Marcus	   Millichap	   and	   Massy	  
Knackal.	  These	  are	  brand	  names	  in	  these	  neighborhoods	  for	  buying	  and	  selling	  buildings,	  
renting	  apartments,	  and	  managing	  properties.	  Larry	   is	  often	   in	  open	  conflict	  with	  such	  
corporations.	   They	   try	   to	   snatch	   “his	   people”	   from	   him,	   he	   says.	   If	   Larry	   is	   an	  
independent	  broker	  and	  manager,	  he	  is	  not	  working	  by	  himself.	  He	  has	  “his	  people”,	  a	  
set	  of	  housing	  actors	  to	  which	  he	  is	  emotionally	  attached.	  
Among	  Larry’s	  “people’,	  are	  a	  few	  small	  landlords,	  such	  as	  Miss	  Jean,	  Clarence,	  Martha	  
Baker,	   “Sir	   Kevin”,	   Dr.	   Dwayne,	   the	   Kay	   family,	   and	   Joe	  who	   each	   owns	   one	   to	   three	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buildings,	  mostly	  in	  Central	  Brooklyn.	  Only	  Giovanna	  and	  Luis,	  who	  also	  belong	  to	  Larry’s	  
closest	  network,	  have	  slightly	  more	  buildings	  with	   five	  and	  eight	   respectively.	  Most	  of	  
these	   landlords	   are	   minorities	   and/or	   immigrants	   (from	   Jamaica:	   Clarence,	   Martha	  
Baker,	   Sir	   Kevin,	   the	   Kay	   family,	   and	   Dr.	   Dwayne	   -­‐	   Trinidad:	   Miss	   Jean	   -­‐	   Peru:	   Luis;	  
Giovanna	   is	   half	   Italian-­‐American,	   half-­‐Jamaican	   and	   Joe	   is	  white	   from	  Greece).	   There	  
are	  also	   landlords	  with	  whom	  Larry	  has	  been	   in	   regular	   contact	   for	   several	   years,	  but	  
with	  whom	  he	  is	  not	  as	  close	  and	  trustful	  as	  he	  is	  with	  the	  inner	  circle.	  It	  is	  the	  case	  with	  
Susanna	   Jackson	   and	   her	   husband,	   James,	   who	   own	   a	   large	   apartment	   building	   in	  
Brownsville	  (black,	  Jamaican),	  with	  Nelson	  and	  his	  mother	  who	  own	  several	  buildings	  in	  
Bed-­‐Stuy	   (black	   Jamaican)	   and	  with	   the	   Said	   brothers	   (White,	   Americans)	  who	   own	   a	  
several	   stores	   and	   a	   large	   building	   in	   a	   gentrifying	   street	   where	   Larry	   and	   the	   clique	  
happen	  to	  own	  several	  properties.	  
Larry	  has	  also	  a	  close	  and	  deferent	   relationship	  with	  an	  extremely	  wealthy	  real	  estate	  
investor	   named	   Leonard	  Wadman	   (white,	   American,	   Jewish),	   a.k.a.	   “the	   old	  man”	   or	  
simply	  “Lee”,	  and	  with	  his	  network	  of	  business	  partners	  that	  extends	  in	  China	  and	  Israel	  
through	  a	  man	  called	  Ezra.	  Larry	  believes	  he	  has	   learned	  the	  real	  estate	  business	  with	  
Leonard,	   first	  acting	  as	  a	  driver	  then	  as	  an	  aid	  and	  advisor.	  More	  distant	  and	   irregular	  
are	  Larry’s	  relationships	  with	   Isaac-­‐the-­‐heir	  and	  Doug.	   Isaac	  (white,	  American,	   Jewish),	  
whom	  Larry	   has	   known	   for	  more	   than	   three	  decades,	   has	   inherited	   a	   vast	   amount	  of	  
commercial	  properties	  on	  several	  shopping	  strips	  in	  central	  Brooklyn,	  which	  he	  rents	  to	  
dollar	   stores,	   hair	   salons,	   clothing	   stores...	   Doug	   (white,	   American)	   is	   a	   real	   estate	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developer	  who	  made	  a	  fortune	  developing	  condominium	  towers	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  He	  is	  
deeply	  involved	  in	  the	  gentrification	  of	  Manhattan	  and	  Brooklyn.	  
Larry	  has	  strong	  relations	  with	  few	  real	  estate	  brokers.	  It	  includes	  mostly	  Mickey	  (white,	  
American,	   Jewish),	   Louie	   (black,	   American,	   Jamaican	   descent).	   They	   are	   the	   founders	  
and	  managers	  of	  the	  P.E.B	  group,	  a	  real	  estate	  brokerage	  firm	  located	  in	  Times-­‐Square,	  
where	   Larry	   goes	   almost	   every	   day,	   for	   business,	   small	   talk,	   lunch,	   and	   to	   organize	  
meetings.	  Larry	  has	  regular	  yet	  more	  distant,	  less	  emotional	  ties	  with	  several	  other	  real	  
estate	  brokers.	  Dolores	  Erra	  is	  a	  Latina	  broker.	  She	  has	  deep	  ties	  with	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  
investors	  of	  the	  Bronx.	  Uri	  is	  a	  handsome	  Israeli	  broker	  who	  tries	  to	  carve	  out	  a	  place	  for	  
himself	   in	  New	  York	  City.	  Rick	  Horros	  is	  black	  and	  one	  of	  the	  only	  real	  estate	  brokers	  I	  
have	  met	  with	   a	   storefront	   office,	   displaying	   listings	   on	   the	  windows	   for	   passerby	   to	  
walk-­‐in	  in	  office.	  He	  has	  also	  deep	  ties	  with	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  investors	  in	  Brooklyn.	  	  
Among	  Larry’s	  people,	  there	  are	  also	  two	  housing	  lawyers,	  Marie	  (black,	  American)	  and	  
Erin	  (white,	  American).	  Larry	  is	  in	  constant	  contact	  with	  these	  two	  housing	  lawyers,	  for	  
court	   cases	   that	  he	   is	  managing	  of	  behalf	  of	   landlords	  –	   including	   “his”	   landlords,	  but	  
not	  only.	  During	  my	  fieldwork,	  Larry	   is	  also	   in	  the	  process	  of	  creating	  a	  strong	  relation	  
with	   a	   criminal	   lawyer	   named	   Caleb	   Rubenstein	   (white,	   American,	   Jewish)	   with	  
connections	  to	  Brooklyn’s	  organized	  crime.	  Here	  again	  a	  second	  circle	  of	  lawyers	  exists	  
that	  I	  am	  not	  detailing.	  	  
There	  are	  also	  handymen	  and	  contractors	  in	  Larry’s	  close	  network.	  Will	  (black),	  Andres	  
(white,	  American,	  Spanish,	  Jewish),	  my	  second	  key	   informant,	  and	  his	  acolyte	  Nicholas	  
(black,	  American,	   Jamaican	  descent),	  and	  Steve	   (black)	  are	  and	  have	  been	  at	  different	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times	  central	  to	  the	  activity	  of	  Larry	  because	  of	  their	  skills	  in	  manual	  work.	  Mike	  (white,	  
American),	  the	  owner	  of	  Big	  Apple	  Fuel,	  a	  fuel	  delivery	  company,	  plays	  a	  more	  balanced	  
and	  complex	  role	  among	  Larry’s	  people	  in	  the	  construction	  and	  maintenance	  business.	  
Finally,	   among	   Larry’s	   people,	   there	   are	   informal	   community	   leaders.	   Miss	   Williams	  
(black,	   Jamaican)	   is	  an	  advocate	  for	  small	   landlords.	  She	   is	  critical	   to	  how	  Larry	  works.	  
She	   has	   an	   administrative	   knowledge	   that	   small	   landlords	   look	   for	   avidly.	   She	   is	  
particularly	  trusted	  among	  Jamaican	  immigrants.	  She	  has	  extensive	  ties	  to	  a	  seemingly	  
endless	  network	  of	  Jamaican	  landlords	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  Larry	  has	  less	  strong	  ties,	  which	  
he	  cultivates	  nonetheless,	  with	  Paul	  (Black,	  West	  Indian).	  Paul	  has	  a	  weekly	  political	  talk	  
show	  on	  a	   local	   radio	   in	  Central	  Brooklyn	  that	  targets	  his	   immigrant	  community.	  Larry	  
regulars	   participates	   to	   it	   every	   two	   or	   three	  months	   –	   I	   did	   too,	   once.	   Larry	   tries	   to	  
recruit	  other	  community	  leaders	  in	  his	  network.	  
When	  Larry	  says	  “my	  people”	  he	  refers	  to	  the	  inner	  circle	  of	  this	  group	  of	  individuals.	  	  A	  
few	   internal	   characteristics	   of	   the	   group	   deserve	   notice.	   First,	   everyone	   in	   this	   group	  
knows	   each	   other	   and	   work	   together	   in	   flexible	   and	   project-­‐based	   fashion.	   Larry	   is	  
central	  to	  the	  group,	  but	  members	  of	  the	  group	  have	  mutual	  relations	  that	  exist	  without	  
him	  as	  an	  intermediary.	  Often	  Larry	  has	  been	  the	  intermediary	  of	  a	  new	  connection	  to	  
the	   group,	   but	   not	   necessarily	   –	   Larry	   met	   Giovanna	   (a	   landlord)	   through	   Marie	   (a	  
lawyer),	   and	   Clarence	   (a	   landlord)	   is	   the	   first	   cousin	   of	   Miss	   Williams	   (a	   community	  
leader).	  	  
Second,	   the	   attachments	   in	   the	   group	   are	   emotional	   and	   interpersonal,	   as	   much	   as	  
economic.	  Cooperation	  and	  the	  circulation	  of	  money	  and	  resources	  within	  the	  group	  are	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grounded	  on	  the	  basis	  of	   reciprocal	  gifts	  of	  services	  and	  mutual	   rights	  and	  obligations	  
across	   time	   periods	   (Bourdieu	   1977,	   Gouldner	   1954,	   1960;	   Mauss	   1990).	   Economic	  
conflicts,	   therefore,	   take	   the	   vocabulary	   of	   morality,	   duplicity	   and	   betrayal	   of	   these	  
rights	  and	  obligations.	  	  
Third,	   the	  group	  displays	  a	  hierarchy.	  Community	   leaders,	   Leonard	  and	  his	  associates,	  
and	   the	   small	   landlords	   receive	  marks	   of	   deference	   from	   Larry,	   who	   receives	   similar	  
marks	  from	  the	  housing	  lawyers	  and	  from	  the	  handymen.	  This	  cascade	  of	  deference	  is	  
correlated	  with	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  power	   that	  people	  can	  yield	  –	  power	  understood	  
here	   in	   a	   classic	  Weberian	   fashion	   as	   the	   probability	   that	   a	   specific	   command	  will	   be	  
obeyed	   (Weber	   1973:53).	   These	   patterns	   of	   hierarchical	   relations	   follow	   roughly	   the	  
distribution	   and	   rarity	   of	   valued	   material	   and	   immaterial	   resources	   (ownership	   of	  
building,	   legal	   knowledge,	   connections	   with	   potential	   commercial	   partners,	   practical	  
knowledge	  of	  building	  construction	  and	  maintenance).	  However,	  because	  membership	  
to	   the	   group	   is	   voluntary	   and	   informal,	   deference	   and	   power	   are	   granted	   by	   the	  
subordinate,	  are	  conditional	  to	  the	  superdordinate	  fulfilling	  his	  obligations,	  rather	  than	  
extracted	   and	   imposed	   from	   above.	   There	   is	   much	   room	   for	   strategic	   negotiations	  
within	  this	  hierarchical	  structure.	  	  
Finally,	   the	  group	   is	  dynamic.	  Group	  boundaries	  are	   shifting.	  People	  come	   in	  and	  out,	  
with	  often	  epic	  drama,	  and	  sometimes	  they	  come	  back	  after	  being	  out.	  By	  the	  end	  of	  my	  
fieldwork,	  Larry	  has	  been	  able	  to	  integrate	  Martha	  Baker	  in	  his	   inner	  circle,	  while	  Erin,	  
one	  of	   the	   two	   closest	  housing	   lawyers	  of	   Larry,	   has	  been	  definitely	  outcast	  by	   Larry,	  
with	   the	   support	  of	  Miss	   Jean	  and	   Leonard.	   Since	   then,	   Larry	  has	  been	  attempting	   to	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disbar	  her.	  Andres,	  a	  handyman	  who	  has	  been	  integrated	  into	  the	  group	  a	  few	  months	  
after	  I	  first	  met	  Larry,	  has	  been	  relegated	  to	  a	  marginal	  position	  in	  the	  group	  by	  the	  end	  
of	  my	  fieldwork.	  He	  has	  been	  at	  the	  center	  of	  Larry’s	  group	  for	  more	  than	  a	  year,	  then	  
fully	   outcast	   and	   slandered	   for	   another	   a	   year,	   and	   finally	   reintegrated	   in	   a	  marginal	  
position.	  Giovanna	  has	  slowly	  distanced	  herself	  without	  losing	  contact	  with	  Larry.	  	  
Graph	  1	  below	  represents	  and	  summarizes	  the	  composition	  of	  Larry’s	  clique.	  
	  
	  
The	  graph	  is	  hierarchical,	  thematic,	  and	  parsimonious.	  It	  is	  hierarchical	  because	  there	  is	  
an	   implicit	   vertical	   axis	   where	   resources,	   power	   and	   deference	   are	   distributed	   along	  
lines	   linking	  names.	   It	   is	   thematic	   because	   it	   groups	  people	   around	   their	  main	  official	  
role.	  However	  this	  role	  may	  reflect	  only	  partly	  what	  an	  individual	  does.	  It	  is	  particularly	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true	   for	   Larry	  who	   is	  officially	  a	   real	  estate	  broker	  and	  a	  building	  manager	  but	  whose	  
daily	  activity	  is	  not	  captured	  well	  by	  these	  titles,	  and	  more	  concretely	  understood	  by	  his	  
(central)	   position	   within	   the	   clique.	   The	   graph,	   finally,	   is	   parsimonious	   because	  most	  
people	  in	  the	  graph	  know	  each	  other	  and	  mutual	  connections	  are	  not	  represented.	  The	  
graph	  omits	  the	  strong	  emotional	  attachments	  in	  favor	  of	  the	  economic	  resources	  and	  
roles,	  and	  power	  relations.	  	  
The	  graph	   is	  a	  map	  of	  Larry’s	   informal	  group.	   It	  also	   indicates	  my	  two	  key	   informants,	  
Larry	  and	  Andres,	  in	  blue.	  It	  is	  meant	  to	  give	  a	  sense	  of	  position	  of	  the	  key	  characters	  of	  
the	  present	  ethnographic	  study.	  	  
ANDRES:	  “YOU	  CAN’T	  BE	  ALONE	  IN	  NEW	  YORK”	  
Larry’s	   clique	   is	   not	   the	   only	   informal	   group	   I	   embedded	  myself	   in	   for	  my	   fieldwork.	  
Andres,	   one	   of	   the	   handymen	   of	   Larry,	   has	   also	   his	   own	   network	   of	   support	   that	   is	  
independent	  from	  Larry’s.	  The	  two	  groups	  are	  connected	  when	  Andres	  and	  Larry	  work	  
together	  on	  the	  “Harlem	  Deal”.	  However,	  after	  a	  little	  more	  than	  a	  year	  of	  cooperation	  
Andres	  exits	  Larry’s	  clique,	  in	  mutual	  acrimony	  and	  accusations	  of	  stealing.	  
Andres	  is	  my	  second	  key	  informant.	  He	  is	  part	  of	  a	  group	  that	  bears	  some	  resemblance	  
with	  Larry’s.	  It	  is	  however	  smaller,	  titled	  towards	  a	  different	  kind	  of	  actors	  and	  economic	  
activity,	  and	  overall,	  it	  seems	  less	  organized,	  and	  less	  resource-­‐rich	  and	  less	  diverse.	  	  
Andres,	   has	   spent	   part	   of	   his	   childhood	   in	   Spain	  with	   his	   grandparents	   and,	   from	   his	  
teenage	   years,	   he	   grew	   up	   in	   California	   with	   his	   parents.	   He	   is	   perfectly	   bilingual	   in	  
English	  and	  Spanish.	  Andres	  has	  superficial	  knowledge	  in	  many	  areas	  of	  the	  construction	  
business,	   but	   he	   believes	   he	   is	  well	   known	   for	   his	  manual	   and	   creative	   skills.	   He	   has	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some	   knowledge	   of	   plumbing	   and	   heating,	   roofing	   and	   general	   construction.	   He,	  
however,	   often	   needs	   the	   help	   of	   a	   carpenter.	   Andres	   claims	   to	   have	   attended	   UC	  
Berkeley	   in	   the	  mid-­‐1990s,	   but	   had	   to	   interrupt	   his	   college	   education.	   However,	   it	   is	  
unclear	  whether	  Andres	  worked	  there	  and	  attended	  some	  classes	  or	  whether	  he	  was	  a	  
full-­‐time	  enrolled	  student.	  It	  is	  clear	  however	  that	  he	  knows	  the	  campus	  of	  Berkeley.	  His	  
writing	  and	  counting	  skills	  and	  the	  series	  of	  low-­‐level	  jobs	  he	  had	  in	  his	  lifetime	  do	  not	  
correspond	   to	   common	   expectations	   for	   someone	   who	   attended	   Berkeley	   in	  
biochemistry.	  
In	  New	  York,	  Andres’	  group	  is	  centered	  on	  Maria,	  the	  most	  resource-­‐rich	  individual	  in	  his	  
close	  network.	  She	  is	  the	  head	  of	  a	  family	  that	  emigrated	  from	  Puerto	  Rico	  in	  the	  1980s.	  
She	  lives	  in	  Washington	  Heights,	  Manhattan.	  Maria	  owns	  three	  beauty	  salons	  in	  Harlem	  
and	  Washington	  Heights,	  and	  one	  of	  them	  is	  impressive	  in	  size	  and	  is	  located	  on	  a	  very	  
busy	  street	  of	  Harlem.	  Maria	  barely	  speaks	  English	  –	  the	  few	  times	  I	  saw	  her	  we	  could	  
not	  communicate.	  	  
Maria’s	   sons	   however	   speak	   perfect	   English.	   “Mr.	   Carl”,	   a	   close	   friend	  of	   Andres,	   is	   a	  
handyman	   who	   sells	   marijuana	   to	   complement	   his	   income	   and	   sublets,	   according	   to	  
Andres,	  his	   section	  8	  apartment	   in	  Brooklyn	  while	   living	  with	  his	  girlfriend	  and	  kids	   in	  
Washington	   Heights.	   Felipe,	   a	   second	   son	   of	   Maria,	   whom	   I	   met	   very	   briefly,	   is	   a	  
hairdresser.	  Felipe	  and	  Mr.	  Carl	  have	  a	  cousin,	  a	  much	  heavier	  drug	  dealer	  than	  Mr.	  Carl,	  
whom	  I	  met	  once,	  talking	  for	  two	  hours	  of	  the	  drug	  business.	  Whenever	  Andres	  has	  a	  
maintenance	  job	  or	  a	  low-­‐level	  construction	  job,	  he	  tries	  to	  give	  some	  work	  to	  Mr.	  Carl	  
for	  a	  few	  days.	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Nicholas	  is	  also	  part	  of	  Andres’	  inner	  circle.	  Nicholas	  is	  black,	  American,	  and	  of	  Jamaican	  
descent.	  He	  is	  in	  his	  mid-­‐forties.	  He	  came	  in	  the	  US	  when	  he	  was	  three.	  He	  grew	  up	  in	  
Bed-­‐Stuy	  during	  the	  late	  1970s	  and	  1980s.	  Nicholas	  has	  some	  college	  education.	  Andres	  
always	   make	   fun	   of	   him	   because	   he	   learned	   some	   computer	   skills	   on	   an	   outdated	  
software	  at	  a	  for	  profit	  college	   in	  the	  Bronx.	  When	  we	  see	  this	  college’s	  ads	   in	  the	  NY	  
subway,	  Andres	   reminds	  us	  of	   the	  story.	  Nicholas	   is	  divorced	  and	  has	  a	  child.	  He	   lives	  
between	  the	  Bronx	  at	  his	  mother’s	  place	  and	  Harlem	  at	  the	  rooming	  where	  Andres	  lives	  
–	  the	  rooming	  house	  that	  is	  the	  heart	  of	  the	  “Harlem	  Deal”.	  Nicholas	  and	  Andres	  met	  at	  
the	   construction	   site	   of	   one	   of	   Maria’s	   hair	   salon.	   They	   befriended	   and	   became	  
inseparable	   especially	   after	   Nicholas	   got	   divorced.	   Andres	   and	   Nicholas	   have	   worked	  
together	   in	   many	   jobs,	   as	   janitor	   in	   hospital,	   in	   a	   tanning	   salon,	   and	   in	   many	  
construction	  jobs	  all	  over	  New	  York	  City.	  Nicholas	  works	  on	  most	  of	  Andres’	  jobs	  as	  an	  
aid.	  In	  parallel	  with	  his	  work	  with	  Andres,	  Nicholas	  is	  a	  part	  time	  aide	  in	  hospital	  in	  the	  
Bronx	  –	  a	  good	  job	  because	  it	  is	  unionized.	  	  
Andres	  is	  not	  only	  affiliated	  to	  Maria	  and	  her	  businesses.	  He	  has	  also	  a	  lose	  network	  of	  
property	  owners	   for	  whom	  he	  works.	  Chiefly	  among	  them	  is	  Roberto.	  He	   is	  a	   licensed	  
plumber.	  Roberto	  owns	  a	  building	   in	  Washington	  Heights	  where,	  according	   to	  Andres,	  
tenants	   are	   involved	   in	   illegal	   activities,	   such	   as	   prostitution	   and	   drug	   dealing.	   For	  
Andres,	  Roberto	  made	  a	  specialization	  of	  renting	  to	  this	  clientele.	  Roberto	  and	  Andres	  
often	  work	  together	  on	  maintenance	  jobs,	  sometimes	  for	  Larry.	  Through	  his	  local	  ties	  in	  
Washington	   Heights,	   Andres	   has	   also	   access	   to	   a	   loan	   shark,	   tied	   to	   the	   cab	   livery	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business,	  someone	  called	  “10-­‐10”.	  I	  was	  never	  able	  to	  access	  this	  set	  of	  ties,	  and	  knew	  
of	  their	  reality	  indirectly.	  
Finally,	  Andres	  is	  connected	  to	  a	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  community	  in	  Brooklyn.	  Andres	  is	  an	  
Orthodox	   Jew,	   but	   with	   a	   rather	   supple	   discipline	   for	   himself	   when	   he	   is	   out	   of	   the	  
purview	  of	  other	  Orthodox	  men	  and	  women.	  He	  has	  regular	  contacts	  with	  many	  people	  
in	  this	  community.	  He	  is	  able	  to	  get	  some	  jobs	  from	  local	  property	  owners	  and	  to	  benefit	  
from	  some	  kind	  of	  charity/welfare	  net	  that	  exists	  in	  this	  community.	  This	  part	  of	  Andres’	  
life	   is	   shielded	   from	   Nicholas	   and	   from	   the	   Porto-­‐Rican	   side	   of	   his	   close	   network	   –	  
Andres	  refuses	  to	  walk	  in	  the	  street	  of	  this	  community	  with	  Nicholas	  as	  his	  side.	  I	  am	  the	  
only	   to	  have	  access	   to	   it,	   alongside	  with	   Larry	  who	   is	   Jewish	   and	   is	   known	   in	  Andres’	  
community.	  	  
Doing	   fieldwork	  with	   Andres	   and	  Nicholas	   I	  was	   able	   to	   observe	   the	   nuances	   of	   how	  
Larry’s	   clique	   is	   seen	   from	   a	   certain	   standpoint,	   the	   local	   population	   that	   lives	   in	  
neighborhoods	  in	  which	  the	  clique	  operates.	  	  
PROXIMATE	  AND	  GENERAL	  CONTEXT	  	  
The	  legal	  system,	  the	  larger	  economic	  circuits	  of	  gentrification	  and	  reinvestment	  in	  the	  
housing	  market	   of	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods,	   and	   the	   organized	   crime	   are	  
part	  of	  Larry’s	  clique’s	  environment.	   I	  did	  not	  have	   the	  opportunity	   to	  do	   fieldwork	   in	  
each	  of	  these	  sites.	  I	  was	  able,	  however,	  to	  observe	  how	  the	  clique	  plugs	  itself	  into	  these	  
institutions	   and	   circuits.	   The	   context	   of	   the	   clique	   is	   made	   both	   of	   impersonal	   and	  
abstract	  forces	  and	  of	  very	  concrete	  and	  singular	  actors.	  One	  of	  the	  key	  aspects	  of	  the	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clique’s	   activity	   is	   to	   transform	   abstract	   forces	   into	   concrete	   approachable	   individual	  
actors	  in	  order	  to	  get	  a	  sense	  of	  control	  over	  the	  clique’s	  economic	  life.	  
Graph	  2	  below	  zooms	  out	  from	  graph	  1.	  	  It	  summarizes	  the	  environment	  of	  the	  clique	  in	  
both	  its	  abstract	  forms	  and	  singular	  incarnations.	  Some	  names	  appear	  in	  both	  graphs	  in	  
order	  to	  highlight	  a	  dual	  affiliation	  (to	  the	  clique	  and	  to	  an	  element	  of	  context)	  
	   	  
	  
	  
Graph	   2	   illustrates	   that	   one	   of	   the	   key	   issues	   for	   the	   clique	   is	   how	   it	   can	   “meet	   and	  
mesh”	   (Wacquant	  2001;	  Whyte	  1955)	  with	  outside	   local	   informal	  networks,	  economic	  
circuits	  and	  institutions.	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Larry’s	   clique	   operates	   mostly	   in	   Central	   Brooklyn15	   and	   more	   marginally	   in	   Central	  
Harlem	  and	  in	  other	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  of	  New	  York	  City.	  
In	  2010,	  Central	  Brooklyn	  is	  populated	  by	  approximately	  550,000	  people,	  of	  whom	  89%	  
are	  minorities	   and	   11%	   are	  White-­‐Non-­‐Hispanic	   (Census	   2010).	   83%	   of	   households	   in	  
Central	   Brooklyn	   are	   tenants,	   against	   69%	   in	   New	   York	   City	   (Census	   2010).	  
Approximately	  28%	  of	   families	   in	  Central	  Brooklyn	   live	  below	  poverty	   line	  against	  17%	  
for	   the	   whole	   city	   (ACS	   2009-­‐2011).	   The	   average	   income	   for	   household	   in	   Central	  
Brooklyn	   is	   approximately	   $49,000,	   against	   $80,000	   in	   New	   York	   City.	   The	   median	  
household	   income	   in	   Central	   Brooklyn	   oscillates	   between	   $26,000	   and	   $40,000	  
depending	   on	   the	   smaller	   area	   considered,	   indicating	   a	   rather	   skewed	   distribution	   of	  
incomes	  at	   the	   top	   (ACS	  2009-­‐2011).	  The	  median	   income	   in	  NY	   is	  $50,000	   (ACS	  2009-­‐
2011).	  
In	  short,	  Central	  Brooklyn	  is	  an	  immense	  area	  populated	  mostly	  by	  low-­‐income	  minority	  
individuals	   with	   a	   significant	   class	   differentiation	   and	   local	   inequalities.	   A	   diverse	  
immigrant	  population	  inhabits	  the	  area,	  with	  a	  great	  concentration	  of	  populations	  from	  
the	  West	  Indies	  (Kasinitz	  1992,	  Rosenbaum	  and	  Friedman	  2007).	  	  
Central	  Brooklyn’s	  housing	  market	  is	  organized	  around	  the	  dynamics	  between	  landlords	  
and	   tenants.	   Gentrification	   has	   touched	   the	  western	   and	   northern	   parts	   of	   the	   area.	  
However,	  it	  is	  far	  from	  capturing	  the	  whole	  dynamic	  of	  the	  local	  housing	  market.	  	  
It	   is	   a	   highly	   contentious	   market.	   Between	   2009	   and	   2012,	   there	   are	   approximately	  
27,000	  evictions	  each	  year	  in	  New	  York	  City,	  Brooklyn	  accounting	  for	  30%	  of	  this	  total.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15	  I	  define	  Brooklyn	  as	  the	  contiguous	  neighborhoods	  that	  encompass	  the	  following	  areas:	  Bedford-­‐Stuyvesant	  (Bed-­‐
Stuy	  hereafter,	  CD3),	  Bushwick	  (CD	  4),	  Ocean	  Hill-­‐Brownsville	  (CD	  16),	  Prospects	  Heights	  Crown	  Heights	  North	  (CD	  8),	  
Prospects	  Heights	  Crown	  Heights	  South	  (CD	  9).	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My	  fieldwork	  took	  place	  during	  the	  housing	  crisis	  that	  triggered	  the	  great	  financial	  panic	  
of	   Fall	   2008.	   The	  major	   impact	   of	   this	   historical	   event	   on	   the	   data	   I	   collected	   is	   the	  
absence	   of	   quick	   speculative	   movements.	   No	   one	   is	   “flipping”	   buildings	   during	   my	  
fieldwork.	   The	   key	   issue	   is	   to	   have	   cash	   in	   hands,	   not	   taking	   risky	   bets.	   The	   constant	  
worry	  of	  the	  economic	  actors	  I	  have	  observed	  to	  be	  able	  to	  make	  transactions	  with	  little	  
support	  from	  the	  banks.	  Each	  transaction	  takes	  an	  infinite	  amount	  of	  patience.	  
*	  
The	  present	  research	  is	  divided	  in	  three	  parts,	  each	  divided	  in	  several	  chapters.	  
In	  part	  1,	   I	  study	  the	  context	  and	  purpose	  of	  Larry’s	  clique	  (chapter	  1).	  Then,	   I	  analyze	  
the	  clique	  as	  a	  “predatory	  machine”	  (chapter	  2).	  Focusing	  on	  the	  “Harlem	  Deal”	  in	  which	  
Andres’s	  network	  and	  Larry’s	  clique	  cooperate,	  I	  outline	  a	  general	  model	  of	  the	  housing	  
game	   around	   the	   vocabulary	   of	   “predation”	   (chapter	   3).	   It	   is	   also	   in	   chapter	   3	   that	   I	  
introduce	  my	  second	  key	  informant,	  Andres.	  	  
This	   first	   part	   is	   about	   context,	   organization	   and	   strategies.	   The	   overall	   idea	   is	   to	  
document	   and	   to	   explain	   why	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods	   exhibits	   organizations	   whose	   nature	   and	   actions	   deviate	   from	  
institutional	  prescriptions.	  	  
In	   Part	   2,	   I	   argue	   that	   the	  housing	   game	   is	   not	   an	   amoral	  milieu.	   It	   develops	   a	  moral	  
order	   in	  which	   the	  boundary	  between	   fair	  economic	  practices	  and	  exploitive	  ones	  are	  
redrawn.	  This	  moral	  order	  is	  more	  a	  style	  that	  envelops	  economic	  relations,	  than	  a	  strict	  
set	  of	  rules	  that	  organize	  strongly	  economic	  actions.	   It	  bends	  economic	  activity	  on	  the	  
margins.	  It	  gives	  it	  a	  peculiar	  experiential	  form.	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This	   second	   part	   recreates	   the	  meaning	   of	   key	   local	   categories	   such	   as	   “professional	  
tenants”	  (chapter	  4),	  “tenants	  who	  know	  how	  to	  play	  the	  game”	  and	  “foolish	  landlords	  
who	  do	  play	  he	  game	  right”	  and	  “slumlords”	  (chapter	  5).	  	  
In	  part	  3,	  I	  show	  that	  incivility	  is	  a	  systemic	  element	  of	  the	  economic	  life	  of	  the	  housing	  
market	   of	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods.	   I	   study	   incivility	   as	   a	   product	   of	   the	  
discontent	   with	   the	   legal	   apparatus	   (chapter	   6),	   as	   the	   product	   of	   the	   constant	  
trespassing	   of	   tenants’	   private	   life	   by	   Larry’s	   clique	   (chapter	   7)	   and	   as	   mode	   of	  
production	  of	  professional	  self-­‐esteem	  in	  an	  informal	  economic	  world	  (chapter	  8).	  
Between	  part	  1	  and	  2,	  there	  is	  an	  intermission,	  in	  which	  I	  describe	  in	  details	  a	  morning	  
at	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court	  with	  Larry	  and	  Erin	  and	  some	  landlords,	  lawyers,	  tenants	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PART	  I:	  THE	  “HOUSING	  GAME”:	  CONTEXT,	  
ORGANIZATIONS,	  STRATEGIES	  	  
	  
	  
	   “Sometimes	   such	   informal	   groupings	   cling	   to	   the	   formal	   structure	   like	  
barnacles	  to	  a	  rusty	  ship.”	  
	  
Eric	  Wolf,	  Kinship,	  Friendship	  and	  Patron-­‐Clients	  Relations	  (1966)	  
	   	  
	  
The	   housing	   market	   is	   divided	   in	   various	   official	   economic	   roles	   –	   “homeowner”,	  
“landlord”,	   “tenant”,	   “real	   estate	   broker”,	   “housing	   lawyer”,	   “mortgage	   broker”,	  
“licensed	   contractor”…	   Laws,	   regulations,	   licenses,	   professional	   codes,	   and	   codes	   of	  
ethics	   delimit	   the	   mutual	   rights	   and	   obligations	   of	   these	   roles.	   Within	   these	   limits,	  
individuals	   and	  organizations	  have	   some	   room	   for	   defining	   their	   relation	   according	   to	  
their	  perceived	  interests,	  “price”	  being	  the	  most	  obvious	  variable	  of	  action	  at	  hand.	  	  
The	  notion	  of	  “institutionalization”	  circumscribes	  the	  process	  through	  which	  such	  formal	  
role-­‐structure	   emerges	   and	   is	   enforced	   (DiMaggio	   1982,	   1983;	   Stinchcombe	   1997).	  
Institutions	   are	   the	   intermediate	   corporate	   bodies	   that	   regulate	   the	   relationships	  
between	   actors	   or	   organizations	   according	   to	   valued	   principles,	   principles	   whose	  
definitions	   vary	   across	   time.	   	   Stinchcombe	  writes	   that	   “the	   guts	   of	   institutions	   is	   that	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somebody	  somewhere	  cares	  to	  hold	  an	  organization	  to	  the	  standards	  and	  is	  often	  paid	  
to	   do	   that.	   Sometimes	   that	   somebody	   is	   inside	   the	   organization,	   maintaining	   its	  
competence.	  Sometimes	  it	  is	  an	  accrediting	  body,	  sending	  out	  volunteers	  to	  see	  if	  there	  
is	   really	   any	   algebra	   in	   algebra	   course.	   And	   sometimes	   that	   somebody,	   or	   his	   or	   her	  
commitment,	   is	   lacking,	   in	   which	   case	   the	   center	   cannot	   hold,	   and	   mere	   anarchy	   is	  
loosed	   upon	   the	  world”	   (Stinchombe	   1997:17-­‐18).	   Institutions	   delimit	   a	   repertoire	   of	  
possible	   and	   legitimate	   actions	   and	   relations	   and	   proscribe	   other	   ones.	   It	   defines	   the	  
rules	  of	  the	  game.	  
In	  American	  sociology,	  one	  of	  the	  earliest	  uses	  of	  the	  term	  “institutionalization”	  can	  be	  
found	  in	  Hughes’	  analysis	  of	  the	  creation	  and	  development	  of	  the	  Real	  Estate	  of	  Chicago	  
(Hughes	  [1931]1979:1-­‐9).	  Following	  the	  boom	  of	  Chicago	  in	  the	  second	  half	  of	  the	  19th	  
century,	  the	  real	  estate	  profession	  organized	  and	  regulated	  itself	  so	  that	  distrust	  would	  
not	   impair	   the	   growth	   of	   the	   real	   estate	   market.	   One	   of	   the	   first	   measures	   of	   the	  
Chicago	  real	  estate	  board	   is	  to	  organize	  the	  market	   in	  various	  economic	  roles	  that	  are	  
transparent	  and	  public	  and	  whose	  mutual	  rights	  and	  obligations	  are	  defined	  in	  a	  code	  of	  
ethic	  and	  certified	  in	  a	  license.	  
“The	   real	   estate	   man	   may,	   in	   the	   course	   of	   his	   business,	   act	   in	   a	   number	   of	  
capacities.	   Control	   [by	   the	   Real	   Estate	   Board]	   takes	   first	   of	   all	   the	   form	   of	  
insisting	   that	   he	   act	   in	   but	   one	  of	   these	   capacities	   at	   a	   time	   and	   that	   he	   shall	  
make	  clear	  what	  that	  one	  is.	  Is	  he	  acting	  for	  himself?	  Or	  for	  another?”	  (Hughes,	  
1931)	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The	   institutionalization	   of	   the	   US	   housing	   market	   in	   official	   economic	   roles	   and	   the	  
associated	   rights	   and	   obligations	   has	   received	   since	   Hughes	   much	   attention	   from	  
historians	  (see	  Weiss	  1987,	  1989	  for	  an	  early	  synthetic	  approach;	  a	  recent	  synthesis	  is	  in	  
Hornstein	  2005;	  and	  developments	  of	  the	  historical	  scholarship	  are	  to	  be	  found	  in	  Garb	  
2005	  and	  Lewinner	  2006).	  	  
The	  first	  part	  of	  this	  work	  is	  interested	  in	  a	  phenomenon	  that	  seems	  to	  run	  counter	  to	  
the	  institutionalization	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  –	  Larry’s	  clique.	  
LARRY’S	  CLIQUE	  SHOULD	  NOT	  EXIST	  
The	   most	   striking	   characteristic	   of	   Larry’s	   clique	   is	   its	   informality.	   By	   “informality”	   I	  
mean	   three	   cumulative	   features.	   First,	   the	   clique	   has	   no	   official	   existence.	   Bilateral	  
written	  contracts	  link	  various	  people	  from	  the	  clique,	  but	  there	  is	  no	  official	  overarching	  
corporate	  body	  that	  subsumes	  all	  these	  contracts.	  Such	  corporate	  entity,	  as	  I	  will	  show,	  
exists	   in	   facts	   but	   in	   not	   in	   texts.	   Second,	   the	   clique	   has	   no	   strict	   equivalent	   in	   the	  
institutional	   division	   of	   labor,	   the	   “role-­‐structure”,	   of	   the	   housing	   market.	   Not	   only	  
Larry’s	  clique	  has	  no	  official	  existence,	  but	  also,	   it	  cannot	  have	  an	  official	  existence.	   It	  
crosses	  too	  many	  role	  boundaries.	  There	  is	  no	  institutionalized	  category	  for	  the	  kind	  of	  
economic	  grouping	  that	  Larry’s	  clique	   is.	  As	  a	  consequence,	   to	  understand	  the	  activity	  
that	  ties	  internally	  Larry’s	  clique	  and	  the	  activity	  the	  group	  assumes	  towards	  outsiders,	  
the	  observer	  cannot	  rely	  exclusively	  on	   institutional	  definitions	  of	  economic	  roles.	  The	  
observer	   needs	   “to	   go	  behind	   the	   abstractions”	   (Stinchcombe	  2001:4)	   and	  observe	   in	  
vivo	  the	  economic	  relations	  and	  strategies	  developed	  by	  the	  group.	  Third,	  the	  group	  is	  
informal	  because	  it	  is	  partly	  secretive,	  i.e.	  members	  of	  the	  group	  often	  mask	  the	  nature	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of	   their	   internal	   relationship	   to	   third	   parties.	   It	   suggests	   that	   Larry’s	   clique	   exists	   not	  
only	  in	  spite	  of	  the	  institutionalized	  role-­‐structure	  of	  the	  market,	  but	  against	  it16.	  	  
The	  present	  chapter	  is	  interested	  in	  exploring	  the	  nature	  and	  functions	  of	  Larry’s	  clique	  
in	  relation	  to	  the	  institutionalized	  division	  of	  labor	  in	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  low-­‐income	  
minority	   neighborhoods.	   Why	   does	   such	   an	   informal	   group	   exist?	   Is	   it	   an	   informal	  
response	  that	  fulfills	  institutionalized,	  “official”,	  goals	  by	  patching	  the	  gaps	  of	  the	  formal	  
structure,	   like	  grease	   in	  mechanics	   (Stinchcombe	  2001,	  Granovetter	  1985)?	  Or	   is	   it	   an	  
informal	  grouping	  that	  deviates	  more	  markedly	  from	  institutionally	  prescribed	  modes	  of	  
making	  money	  and	  institutionalized	  definition	  of	  competition	  and	  cooperation?	  
Understanding	  the	  nature	  and	  functions	  of	  Larry’s	  clique,	  what	  can	  be	  said	  about	  how	  
common	   such	   informal	   grouping	   is	   in	   the	   housing	   market	   of	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods?	  Are	   there	   any	   other	   cliques	   like	   Larry’s?	  Do	   such	   groupings	   outline	   a	  
peculiar	  dynamics	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  these	  areas?	  
*	  
The	  first	  part	  of	  the	  present	  work	  answers	  these	  complex	  questions.	  It	  is	  divided	  in	  three	  
chapters.	  	  
In	   chapter	   1,	   I	   show	   that	   Larry’s	   clique	   is	   an	   organizational	   response	   to	   how	   some	  
housing	  actors	  perceive	  their	  market	  environment.	   I	  focus	  on	  the	  internal	  organization	  
and	  dynamics	  of	  the	  clique,	  the	  various	  forms	  of	  a	  moral	  contract	  that	  holds	  the	  clique	  
together.	   It	   supports	   a	   common	   claim	   in	   economic	   sociology	   about	   the	   role	   of	  
interpersonal	   networks	   in	   sustaining	   economic	   transactions	   in	   the	   presence	   of	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16	   Tying	   and	   opposing	   the	   ideas	   of	   “institution”	   on	   one	   hand,	   and	   “informality”	   on	   the	   other,	   I	   draw	   upon	  
Stinchcombe’s	  scholarship	  in	  When	  Formality	  Works	  (2001)	  and	  On	  the	  Virtues	  of	  the	  Old	  Institutionalism	  (1997).	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transaction	  costs	  (Granovetter	  1985,	  Powell	  1990,	  Williamson	  1991).	  I	  relate,	  however,	  
this	   informal	   organization	   to	   a	   peculiar	   kind	   of	   transactions	   costs	   that	   housing	   actors	  
face,	  which	  I	  try	  to	  capture	  with	  the	  idea	  of	  “routine	  transaction	  costs”.	  	  	  
In	  chapter	  2,	  I	  describe	  Larry’s	  clique	  as	  a	  local	  “predatory	  machine”,	  and	  not	  only	  as	  an	  
informal	   organization	   that	   saves	   its	   members	   some	   transactions	   costs	   perceived	   as	  
critical,	  however	  small	   they	  may	  seem.	   I	  create	  a	  typology	  of	   three	  kinds	  of	  predatory	  
strategies	   used	   by	   the	   clique.	   The	   clique	   deviates	   markedly	   from	   institutionally-­‐
prescribed	   modes	   of	   transacting	   and	   accumulating	   money	   (Granovetter	   2005:36).	   I	  
conclude	  this	  chapter,	  by	  assessing	  the	  capacity	  of	  the	  clique	  to	  mesh	  with	  networks	  of	  
the	  housing	  market	  that	  are	  more	  resource-­‐rich	  than	  the	  clique.	  It	   is	  here	  that	  I	  assess	  
the	   distance	   between	   the	   clique	   and	   (some	   versions	   and	   variations	   of)	  what	  Molotch	  
has	  famously	  called	  the	  “growth	  machine”	  (Molotch	  1976)	  –	  i.e.	  local	  real	  estate	  elites	  in	  
contact	  with	  local	  politicians.	  
In	  chapter	  3,	  I	  focus	  on	  the	  “Harlem	  Deal”.	  It	  is	  an	  attempt	  at	  economic	  predation	  that	  
implicates	   Larry’s	   clique	   and,	   two	   new	   actors,	   Andres	   and	   Nicholas.	   The	   analysis	  
becomes	  more	  narrative	  and	  descriptive	  in	  order	  to	  highlight	  the	  dynamic	  nature	  of	  the	  
acting	  entities	   in	   the	  housing	  market	   I	  have	  observed.	   In	  particular,	   I	   show	  that,	  what	  
was	  conceived	  by	  Larry’s	  clique	  as	  an	  easy	  “prey”,	  reveals	  itself	  as	  a	  predatory	  machine,	  
even	   more	   forceful	   than	   Larry’s	   clique	   itself.	   It	   reveals	   there	   are	   other	   “predatory	  
machines”	  similar	  to	  Larry’s	  clique.	  	  
In	   conclusion	   of	   these	   three	   chapters,	   I	   argue,	   first,	   that	   to	   fully	   describe	   the	  market	  
dynamics	   I	   have	   observed,	   the	   ordinary	   vocabulary	   of	   “landlord”,	   “tenant”,	   “housing	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lawyer”	  etc.	  needs	  to	  be	  supplemented	  with	  the	  somewhat	  metaphorical,	  yet	  sensitizing	  
(Blumer	  1969),	  notions	  of	   “predators”,	   “preys”,	   “spotters”	  and	  “immune	  agents”.	  This	  
vocabulary	  describes	  what	  I	  call	  the	  “other	  housing	  game”,	  a	  housing	  game	  that	  exist	  in	  
low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods,	  which	  has	  not	  been	  fully	  described	  in	  the	  existing	  
literature.	  Second,	  Larry’s	  clique	  sheds	  light	  on	  a	  structure	  of	  relations	  that	  the	  literature	  
on	   social	   life	   in	   contemporary	   low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	   in	   the	  US	   tends	   to	  
overlook	   (see	   Venkatesh	   2006,	   Desmond	   2012)	   –	   namely,	   patronage	   networks	   or	  
patron-­‐clients	  ties.	  It	  highlights	  new	  aspects	  of	  the	  “texture	  of	  hardship”	  (Newman	  and	  
Peeples-­‐Massengill	  2006).	  
	  
Overall,	  this	  first	  part	  is	  interested	  in	  the	  context,	  the	  organizations,	  and	  the	  strategies	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CHAPTER	  1:	  LARRY’S	  CLIQUE	  AND	  ITS	  ENVIRONMENT	  
	  
Why	   does	   Larry’s	   clique	   exist?	   What	   do	   its	   members	   gain	   by	   their	   affiliation	   to	   the	  
clique?	  
Larry’s	   clique	   groups	   two	   dozen	   of	   housing	   actors,	   including	   several	   small	   landlords,	  
lawyers	   (mostly	   Erin,	  Marie,	   and	   Caleb),	   a	   building	  manager	   and	   a	   real	   estate	   broker	  
(Larry	   himself),	   several	   construction	  workers	   and	  handymen	   (Andres,	  Nicholas),	   and	   a	  
community	  leader	  (Miss	  Williams).	  	  
The	  clique	  exists	  because	  it	  helps	  its	  members	  to	  limit	  the	  amount	  of	  opportunism	  they	  
are	   exposed	   to	   if	   they	   had	   to	   rely	   on	   plain	  market	   transactions.	   The	   clique’s	   internal	  
organization	  elicits	   cooperation	  among	  various	  economic	   roles	  of	   the	  housing	  market:	  
members	  of	  the	  clique	  abandon	  their	  capacity	  for	  opportunism	  towards	  each	  other	  and	  
gain	   in	   exchange	   the	   cooperation	   of	   every	   other	   member	   of	   the	   clique.	   There	   is	   a	  
functional	   relationship	   between	   the	   existence	   of	   the	   clique	   and	   the	   perceived	  
deficiencies	  of	  how	  the	  housing	  market	  has	  been	  institutionalized.	  
The	  clique	  saves	   its	  members	   the	  costs	  of	   the	  opportunism	  they	  would	  endure	   if	   they	  
rely	   only	   on	   the	   market	   –	   what	   Williamson	   calls	   “transactions	   costs”	   (see	   a	   recent	  
summary	  in	  Williamson	  2010).	   	  However,	  the	  kind	  of	  transaction	  costs	  that	  Williamson	  
has	  in	  mind	  is	  not	  exactly	  the	  ones	  that	  the	  clique	  offers	  protection	  against.	  Williamson	  
points	   to	   “the	   combination	  of	   incomplete	   contracts,	   bilateral	   dependency	   (contingent	  
on	   asset	   specificity)	   and	   defection	   from	   the	   norm	   of	   coordinated	   adaptation	  when	   a	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contract	   experiences	   significant	   disturbances”	   (Williamson	   2010:677-­‐678).	   Williamson	  
predicts	  that,	  in	  such	  a	  structure	  of	  relations,	  formal	  organizations	  will	  emerge.	  
In	  the	  housing	  market	  I	  have	  observed,	  opportunism	  is	  much	  more	  mundane	  and	  limited	  
than	  the	  one	  described	  by	  Williamson.	   It	   is	  often	  a	  series	  of	  small,	  nagging,	  costs	   that	  
housing	  actors	  experience	  from	  slightly	  opportunistic	  performances	  of	  others’	  economic	  
roles.	   Whereas	   the	   perspective	   of	   Williamson	   is	   to	   predict	   from	   objective	   measures	  
when	  formal	  organizations	  appear,	  the	  focus	  here	  is	  on	  how	  local	  actors	  of	  the	  housing	  
market	   perceive	   the	   people	   they	   deal	  with	   in	   their	   immediate	   economic	   circuits	   (see	  
Zelizer	  2011).	   It	   is	   in	  reaction	  to	  the	  perception	  of	  a	  pervasive	  opportunism,	  of	  people	  
fulfilling	   their	   role	   but	   not	   in	   good	   faith,	   that	   small	   landlords	   and	   other	   local	   housing	  
actors	   find	   Larry’s	   clique	   attractive.	   I	   call	   this	   form	   of	   opportunism,	   which	   is	   about	  
others’	   performance	  of	   economic	   roles,	   about	   perceived	   zeal	   or	   lack	   of	   zeal,	   “routine	  
transaction	  costs”.	  	  
*	  
The	  present	  chapter	  is	  divided	  into	  two	  sections.	  First,	  I	  lay	  down	  the	  description	  of	  the	  
environment	   as	   perceived	   by	   local	   housing	   actors	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	   I	  will	  highlight	  the	  good	  reasons	  of	   local	  actors	  to	  hold	  a	  view	  of	  their	  
environment	  marked	  by	  pervasive	  opportunism.	   Second,	   I	   attribute	   the	  existence	  and	  
appeal	  of	  Larry’s	  clique	  to	  the	  several	  collective	  goods	  it	  provides	  to	  its	  members.	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ROUTINE	  TRANSACTION	  COSTS	  IN	  THE	  LOCAL	  CIRCUITS	  OF	  THE	  HOUSING	  MARKET	  	  
In	  the	  housing	  market	  of	   low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods,	  for	  money	  to	  flow	  from	  
tenants	   to	   the	   landlord	   and	   from	   the	   landlord	   to	   banks	   (via	  mortgage	   payments),	   to	  
maintenance	   workers	   (superintendent,	   plumber,	   electrician,	   roofer…)	   and	   to	   housing	  
lawyers,	   in	   a	   way	   that	   everyone	   makes	   a	   profit	   in	   a	   durable	   fashion,	   requires	   a	  
coordinated	  efforts	  that	  none	  of	  these	  actors	  have	  individually	  an	  interest	  to	  fully	  fulfill.	  
If	   one	   of	   these	   actors	   exercises	   slightly	   too	   much	   opportunism,	   someone	   in	   the	  
immediate	   circuit	   is	   losing	   money,	   “bleeding”	   in	   Larry’s	   lingo.	   The	   actor	   who	   is	  
“bleeding”	  is	  either	  able	  to	  mobilize	  resources	  in	  her	  circuit	  or	  the	  bleeding	  keeps	  going	  
with	  risks	  of	  added	  defections	  and	  opportunism,	  until	  a	  change	  in	  the	  circuit	  happens.	  
OF	  LANDLORDS	  WHO	  ARE	  “ASSET	  RICH,	  CASH	  POOR”	  AND	  BUILDINGS	  THAT	  ARE	  “MONEY	  
TREES”	  
The	  core	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhood	  is	  the	  relationship	  
between	   landlord	   and	   tenant.	   There	   is	   no	   condominium	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods	  of	  New	  York	  City	  (condominium	  conversion	  is	  understood	  by	  the	  housing	  
actors	  I	  have	  observed	  as	  a	  clear	  sign	  of	  advanced	  gentrification)	  and	  single	  unit	  houses	  
are	  a	  rarity.	  Therefore,	  becoming	  property	  owner	  means	  becoming	  a	  landlord.	  	  
The	   landlord-­‐tenant	   relationship	   determines	   the	   financial	   health	   of	   a	   landlord,	   and	  
therefore	   its	   capacity	   to	   make	   profit,	   while	   making	   the	   payments	   to	   the	   bank,	   to	  
lawyers,	   to	   the	   various	   tax	   agencies,	   to	   maintenance	   workers.	   When	   Larry	   has	   to	  
summarize	  the	  financial	  health	  of	  the	  small	  landlords	  he	  works	  with,	  he	  always	  uses	  the	  
same	  sentence,	  “asset	  rich,	  cash	  poor”.	  What	  does	  he	  mean	  by	  that?	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As	  a	  real	  estate	  brokers,	  Larry	  receives	  brochures	  from	  major	  operators	  in	  the	  housing	  
market	   of	   central	   Brooklyn	   such	   as	   Massey	   Knackal	   and	   Marcus	   Millichap.	   These	  
brochures	  present	  always	  the	  same	  financial	  profile	  for	  buildings.	  Let’s	  assume	  a	  20-­‐unit	  
building,	  which	  is	  considered	  a	  big	  private	  building	  in	  central	  Brooklyn.	  Each	  apartment	  
is	  either	  a	  1-­‐bedroom	  or	  a	  2-­‐bedroom	  apartment	  and	  rents	  rarely	  exceed	  the	  $1,100-­‐a-­‐
month	  mark	  and	  mostly	  fall	   in	  the	  $700-­‐$1,000	  bracket,	  with	  an	  average	  monthly	  rent	  
around	  $800.	  Usually,	  a	  few	  apartments	  in	  such	  building	  may	  be	  rent	  control	  and	  go	  as	  
low	  as	  $200	  to	  $300	  a	  month.	  The	  annual	  rent	  roll,	  i.e.	  the	  total	  revenues	  generated	  by	  
the	  building,	  would	  be	  slightly	  higher	  $200,000.	  The	  total	  operating	  expenses	  would	  be	  
slightly	  more	  than	  $100,000.	  The	  value	  on	  market	  of	  such	  building	  is	  around	  $2	  million	  
dollars,	   each	   apartment	   being	   valued	   $90,000.	   The	   return	   on	   the	   building	   in	   the	  
brochure	  would	  be	  5%.	  	  
It	   is	   important	   to	   display	   of	   return	   of	   5%,	   because	  with	  mortgage	   rates	   rarely	   below	  
3.5%	   for	   small	  property	  owners,	   a	  5%	   return	  on	   the	  building	   leaves	   some	  margins	   for	  
buyer	  to	  leverage	  (i.e.	  to	  use	  borrowed	  money	  for)	  their	  purchase	  and	  to	  increase	  in	  this	  
way	  their	  return	  on	  equity.	  The	  brochure	  presents	  a	  picture	   in	  which	  borrowing	   is	  not	  
much	  of	  an	  issue	  for	  a	  common	  investor.	  
When	  Larry	  sees	  these	  brochures,	  he	  always	  take	  off	  between	  10%	  and	  15%	  from	  the	  
rent	  roll,	  because	  financial	  statements	  are	  pro-­‐forma	  and	  never	  take	  into	  count	  tenants	  
who	  do	  not	  pay	   rent	   and	  are	   in	   court.	   In	   addition,	   Larry	  does	  not	   trust	   the	  operating	  
costs.	  Indeed,	  it	  does	  not	  take	  into	  account	  how	  much	  cash	  will	  be	  needed	  in	  the	  next	  
few	   years	   to	   fix	   the	   building,	   either	   because	   the	   roof	   is	   leaking,	   the	   plumbing	   in	   the	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bathrooms	  is	  old,	  or	  the	  boiler	  will	  soon	  need	  to	  be	  replaced.	  For	  Larry,	  these	  brochures	  
not	  only	  present	  an	  overly	  optimistic	  image	  of	  a	  building’s	  financial	  health,	  but	  also	  the	  
brochures	   assume	   that	   most	   landlords	   have	   a	   secured	   line	   of	   credit	   at	   the	   bank	   of	  
$10,000	  to	  $15,000	  in	  case	  of	  emergency	  –	  which,	  in	  his	  experience,	  they	  often	  do	  not	  
enjoy,	  especially	  if	  they	  already	  have	  a	  mortgage	  to	  repay.	  
The	  expression	   “asset	   rich,	   cash	  poor”	  applies	   to	   these	   landlords	  who	  have	  a	  building	  
whose	  return	   is	  weak	  and	  with	  mortgage	  payments	  to	  be	  made.	  Here	  emerges	  one	  of	  
the	   key	  manifestations	   of	   the	   housing	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   areas.	   Because	  
landlords	  are	  “asset	  rich	  but	  cash	  poor”,	  the	  housing	  appear	  as	  a	  series	  of	  heated	  and	  
long-­‐lasting	   disputes	   over	   amount	   of	   money,	   usually	   around	   $5,000,	   between	   low-­‐
income	   tenants	   for	   whom	   such	   money	   is	   highly	   significant	   because	   of	   their	   limited	  
means,	   and	   landlords	   who,	   in	   spite	   of	   owning	  multi-­‐million	   dollars	   building,	   see	   also	  
these	   $5,000	   as	   highly	   consequential.	   Such	   disputes	   for	   such	   amount	   are	   not	   only	  
between	  landlords	  and	  tenants,	  but	  also	  with	  all	  the	  other	  actors	  of	  the	  housing	  market,	  
housing	  lawyers,	  maintenance	  workers,	  and	  real	  estate	  brokers.	  
Not	  all	   landlords	  are	  “asset	   rich,	  cash	  poor”.	  The	  key	  difference	   is	  whether	   the	  owner	  
has	  a	  mortgage	  to	  repay	  or	  not.	  If	  the	  building	  is	  “free”,	  meaning	  there	  is	  no	  mortgage	  
on	  it,	  then	  there	  is	  little	  financial	  pressure	  on	  the	  landlord.	  The	  landlord	  owns	  what	  Larry	  
calls,	  a	  “money	  tree”,	  and	  it	  makes	  little	  sense	  in	  Larry’s	  mind	  to	  sell	  such	  an	  asset.	  	  
One	   day	   in	   East-­‐Flatbush,	   a	   neighborhood	   in	   central	   Brooklyn,	   Larry	   and	   I	   are	   driving	  
from	  Martha	  Baker’s	  building,	  which	  Larry	  is	  about	  to	  sell	  to	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  investors.	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This	  part	  of	  East-­‐Flatbush	  is	  made	  of	  massive,	  well	  decorated,	  buildings.	  Each	  building,	  
like	  Martha’s,	  has	  at	  least	  35	  units,	  and	  many	  must	  have	  much	  more	  than	  that.	  
“Orthodox	  own	  everything	  here”,	  says	  Larry.	  
“Why	  do	  Orthodox	  own	  everything	  around	  here?”	  I	  ask.	  “They	  want	  move	  in	  here?”	  
“No.	   It’s	   an	   excellent	   investment	   property.	   You	   make	   cash	   and	   cash	   returns.	   What’s	  
wrong	  with	   that?	  You	  see	  when	  you	  own	  property	   like	   that,	  you	  don’t	  own	   it	   for	   two	  
three	  years	  and	  flip	  it.	  You	  own	  for	  twenty,	  thirty	  years.	  It	  is	  a	  cash	  cow.	  This	  is	  a	  money	  
tree.	  I	  spoke	  to	  the	  guy	  who	  owns	  ___	  [a	  public	  housing	  projects	  that	  NYCHA	  has	  sold	  to	  
private	  investors].	  It	  is	  a	  money-­‐tree.	  Would	  you	  ever	  sell	  a	  money-­‐tree?	  He	  bought	  ___	  
for	  like	  $12	  million	  dollars.	  I	  had	  an	  offer	  of	  $250million	  for	  ___	  in	  2006	  or	  2007.	  He	  told	  
me,	  why	  should	   I	   sell	   it?	  Never	  sell	  a	  money-­‐tree.	   It	   is	  1,000,	  11	  hundred	  apartments,	  
the	   income	   is	   over	   $15million	   a	   year.	   Ok?	   It’s	   all	   federally	   funded	  money.	   All	   federal	  
money.”	  
Often	  when	  Larry	  evokes	  “money	  trees”,	  he	  waxes	   lyrical.	  He	  evokes	  buildings	  bought	  
by	   immigrants	   or	   despised	   populations	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   areas	   where	   no	   one	  
wanted	   to	   invest	   because	   of	   the	  white	   flight.	   These	   buildings	   have	   been	   transmitted	  
from	  one	  generation	  to	  the	  next,	  grounding	  the	  prosperity	  of	  whole	  families.	  	  
By	  contrast,	  landlords	  who	  have	  a	  mortgage	  falls	  often	  in	  the	  category	  “asset	  rich,	  cash	  
poor”	  –	  and	  for	  these	  landlords,	  the	  ability	  of	  a	  tenant	  not	  to	  pay	  rent	  and	  to	  stay	  put	  in	  
the	  apartment	  over	  a	   long	  period	  of	  time	  becomes	  a	  critical	  threat	  for	  expectations	  of	  
upward	  mobility.	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Buildings	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  are	  often	  old	  and	  have	  been	  neglected	  
for	  decades	  before	  the	  gentrification	  hit	  these	  areas.	  A	  tenant	  has	  the	  right	  to	  withhold	  
rent	  or	  part	  of	  the	  rent	  until	  repairs	  are,	  if	  they	  have	  been	  deemed	  real	  by	  the	  court	  (via	  
an	   city	   agency	   called	   the	  department	  of	  Housing	  Preservation	  and	  Development,	  HPD	  
hereafter).	  	  It	  is	  not	  rare,	  then,	  for	  tenants	  who	  have	  the	  time,	  resources	  and	  will,	  to	  find	  
such	   solid	   grounds	   for	   not	   paying	   rent	   or	   only	   part	   of	   the	   rent,	   while	   staying	   in	   the	  
apartment.	  In	  addition,	  low-­‐income	  tenants	  often	  benefit	  from	  a	  housing	  regulation	  that	  
is	  more	  protective	  than	  the	  free	  market.	  Close	  to	  half	  apartments	  in	  New	  York	  City	  are	  
rent	  stabilized.	  Rent	  stabilized	  apartments	  have	  a	  rent	  below	  $2,500,	  in	  a	  building	  of	  at	  
least	  six	  units,	  built	  before	  1974,	  that	  is	  not	  a	  condominium	  or	  a	  co-­‐op.	  Rent	  stabilized	  
apartments	   provide	   added	   legal	   protection	   to	   tenants	   against	   rent	   increases,	  
eviction/non-­‐renewal	  of	  lease,	  and	  harassment.	  This	  regulated	  housing	  market	  is	  under	  
the	  supervision	  of	  an	  additional	  specific	  regulatory	  body	  called	  the	  Division	  of	  Housing	  
and	  Community	  Renewal	  (DHCR	  hereafter).	  	  	  
In	   these	   disputes,	   there	   is	   a	   nightmarish	   scenario	   for	   small	   landlords.	   Without	   rent	  
payments,	   a	   cash	   poor	   landlord	  might	   be	   without	   the	  money	   to	   do	   the	   repairs,	   and	  
unable	  to	  pay	  the	  lawyers	  necessary	  to	  take	  the	  appropriate	  actions	  against	  the	  tenant.	  
The	   end-­‐point	   of	   such	   situation	   is	   either	   the	   landlord	   finds	   somewhere	   the	  necessary	  
resources,	  or,	  at	  one	  point,	  when	  the	  building	  goes	  deeper	  into	  degradation,	  the	  tenants	  
or	   HPD	   can	   start	   a	   7-­‐A	   proceeding.	   Through	   a	   7-­‐A	   proceeding,	   HPD	   or	   the	   building’s	  
tenants	  (at	  least	  1/3	  of	  the	  tenant	  body)	  asks	  the	  court	  to	  relieve	  the	  landlord	  from	  the	  
management	   of	   the	   building	   and	   to	   appoint	   and	   administrator.	   The	   administrator	   is	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engaging	  public	  money	  to	  do	  the	  repair	  and	  has	  the	  right	   to	  sell	   the	  building	  to	  repay	  
back	   the	  city	   from	  the	  expenses.	   It	   is	  a	   situation	   that	  Martha	  Baker	  narrowly	  escaped	  
when	  she	  bought	  a	  34-­‐unit	  building	   in	  East-­‐Flatbush	   in	   the	   late	  1970s.	   It	   is	  a	  situation	  
that	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  dreads	  for	  the	  rooming	  house	  at	  the	  center	  of	  the	  Harlem	  Deal.	  It	  
the	  situation	  that	  Larry	  is	  able	  to	  patch	  with	  its	  own	  funds	  and	  time	  with	  the	  building	  of	  
the	  Kay	  family,	  a	  building	  called	  3030.	  	  
“Cash	   poor”	   landlords	   are	   critically	   afraid	   of,	   and	   enraged	   by,	   a	   tenant	   who,	   using	  
skillfully	   the	   laws	  and	  regulations	  that	  govern	  tenant-­‐landlord	  relations,	   is	  able	  to	  stay	  
put	  without	  paying	  rent.	  Such	  tenant	  is	  called	  a	  “professional	  tenant”.	  In	  chapter	  4,	  I	  will	  
described	  more	   in	   details	  what	   is	  meant	   by	   “professional	   tenant”,	   suffice	   to	  mention	  
now,	  that	  it	  is	  defined	  as	  someone	  “who	  abuses	  the	  system”,	  who	  benefits	  from	  housing	  
judges	   who	   are	   “bleeding	   heart	   liberals”	   –	   someone	   who	   opportunistically	   play	   its	  
economic	  role,	  instead	  of	  playing	  it	  fairly.	  	  
The	   nightmare	   of	   the	   “asset	   rich,	   cash	   poor”	   landlord	   is	   that	   too	  many	   “professional	  
tenants”	  would	  endanger	  a	  precarious	  financial	  health,	  putting	  a	  premature	  end	  to	  the	  
landlord’s	  plans	  of,	  one	  day,	  harvesting	  the	  fruits	  of	  a	  “money	  tree”.	  
THE	  PECULIAR	  ECONOMICS	  OF	  HOUSING	  LAWYERS,	  HANDYMEN	  AND	  REAL	  ESTATE	  BROKERS	  
Housing	  lawyers	  could	  play	  a	  significant	  role	  in	  limiting	  small	  landlords’	  experience	  that	  
opportunistic	  “professional	  tenants”	  constitute	  a	  threat	  to	  their	  financial	  well-­‐being	  and	  
plans	  for	  upward	  mobility.	  Housing	  lawyers	  are	  experts	  of	  the	  legal	  system.	  They	  could	  
then	   help	   small	   landlords	   to	   feel	   in	   control	   in	   situations	   where	   people	   “abuse	   the	  
system”.	  But	  housing	   lawyers	  further	   increase	  the	  experience	  of	  estrangement	  toward	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the	  legal	  system	  (about	  small	  landlords’	  “estrangement”	  toward	  the	  legal	  apparatus	  and	  
the	  various	  coping	  strategies	  see	  chapter	  6).	  The	  small	   landlords	   I	  have	  come	  to	  know	  
through	  Larry,	   such	  as	  Chris	  and	  his	   father,	  Rev.	   Jones,	  Russ,	   Susana	   Jackson	  evaluate	  
that	   the	   lawyers	   they	   hire	   do	   not	   protect	   their	   interests.	   I	   argue	   such	   discontent	   is	   a	  
consequence	  of	  how	  housing	  lawyers	  rationally	  organize	  their	  work.	  
The	  market	  for	  housing	  lawyers	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  is	  shaped	  by	  two	  
facts.	  First,	  there	  is	  an	  upper	  bound	  for	  what	  can	  be	  charged	  by	  a	  housing	  lawyer	  to	  a	  
small	  landlord	  for	  a	  legal	  dispute	  with	  a	  tenant	  in	  a	  low-­‐income	  minority	  area.	  For	  most	  
cases,	   the	   lawyer’s	   fee	   ranges	   from	   $2,000	   to	   $10,000	   for	   cases	   that	   span	   at	   least	  
several	  months	  and	  often	  several	  years.	  Of	  course,	   some	  cases	  go	  beyond	   that	   range,	  
but	   they	   are	   less	   frequent.	   Sometimes,	   lawyers	   appear	   in	   court	   for	   less	   than	   that	   the	  
lower	  bound.	  Marie,	  one	  of	  Larry’s	  two	  closest	  lawyers,	  took	  a	  case	  from	  a	  tenant	  called	  
Ben	  for	  $500.	  She	  appeared	  several	  times	   in	  court	  on	  his	  behalf	  before	  dropping	  from	  
the	  case	  when	  she	  had	  the	  opportunity	  to	  work	  for	  Larry.	  If	  a	  lawyer	  is	  to	  bill	  $10,000	  for	  
a	  long-­‐lasting	  case,	  it	  is	  expected	  that	  for	  this	  amount	  the	  tenant	  would	  be	  evicted.	  For	  
instance,	  a	  lawyer	  billed	  $12,500	  to	  Mr.	  Lee,	  a	  landlord	  from	  Korean	  descent	  with	  whom	  
Larry	  works	  occasionally.	  But	  the	  eviction	  has	  not	  been	  secured.	  Both	  Marie	  and	  Larry	  
consider,	  in	  private	  discussions	  that	  Mr.	  Lee	  did	  not	  attend,	  that	  the	  landlord	  has	  been	  
“ripped-­‐off”.	  Mr.	  Lee	  does	  not	  need	  Marie	  and	  Larry	  to	  tell	  him	  he	  has	  been	  had.	  He	  is	  
perfectly	  aware	  of	  it.	  That	  is	  why	  he	  has	  fired	  the	  lawyer	  and	  he	  has	  tried	  to	  hire	  Marie	  
and	  Larry.	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Second,	  each	  case	  lasts	  several	  months,	  and	  sometimes	  several	  years,	  and	  requires	  from	  
the	   lawyer	   several	   court	   appearances	   and	   long	   discussions	  with	   the	   landlord.	   For	   the	  
lawyer,	   the	   production	   cost	   of	   a	   case	   is	   the	   time	   spent	   on	   it.	   But	   a	   case’s	   length	   is	   a	  
variable	   that	   the	   lawyer	  does	  not	   fully	   control.	   It	  depends	   in	  part	   in	   the	  other	  party’s	  
ability	   to	   skillfully	   use	   the	   legal	   system	   to	   its	   advantage	   and	   in	   part	   on	   the	   landlord’s	  
lawyer’s	   efforts.	   As	   a	   general	   rule,	   landlords	   and	   tenants	   have	   opposing	   time-­‐
preferences.	  The	  classic	  structure	  of	  a	  dispute	  is	  a	  tenant	  who	  has	  stopped	  paying	  rent	  
and	   asks	   the	   landlord	   to	   do	   some	   repairs	   in	   the	   apartment	   before	   resuming	   rent	  
payments.	   In	   this	   typical	   situation,	   the	   small	   landlord	   is	   often	   under	   greater	   time	  
pressure	  than	  the	  tenant.	  The	  landlord	  is	  the	  one	  not	  receiving	  any	  money	  and	  is	  asked	  
to	   spend	   money	   in	   repairs	   before	   receiving	   rent	   payments	   again.	   The	   tenant,	   by	  
contrast,	   lives	   in	   the	   same	   apartment	   as	   before,	   but	   it	   is	   now	   seemingly	   free17.	   For	  
housing	   lawyers	   the	  question	   is	   how	  much	  effort	   knowing	   that	   it	   is	   only	   an	  uncertain	  
impact	  on	  how	  long	  the	  case	  will	  be?	  
Based	  on	  these	  two	   issues	   (low	  revenues	  per	  case,	  and	  uncertain	  production	  costs	   for	  
each	   case),	   housing	   lawyers’	   rational	   strategy	   is	   to	   accumulate	   “L&T”	   cases	   (landlord-­‐
tenant	  disputes)	  and	  to	  have	  an	  almost	  statistical	  approach	  to	  the	  workload.	  Some	  cases	  
are	   quick	   to	   end,	   making	   the	   ratio	   between	   time	   spent	   on	   the	   case	   and	   revenues	  
satisfying,	   while	   other	   cases	   last	   longer	  making	   them	  much	   less	   “profitable”.	   Dealing	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17	   Judges	   are	   aware	   of	   these	   opposite	   time-­‐preferences.	   Tenant	   advocates,	   then,	   advise	   tenants	   to	   put	   the	   rent	  
money	   in	   an	  escrow	  account	   to	   show	  goodwill	   to	  pay	   rent	   to	   the	   judge.	   These	   time-­‐preferences	   can,	  however,	  be	  
reversed,	  especially	  if	  the	  physical	  conditions	  of	  the	  apartment	  are	  so	  degraded	  that	  living	  in	  it	  becomes	  difficult.	  It	  is	  
precisely	  the	  strategy	  developed	  by	  Andres’	  and	  Nicholas’	  landlord.	  Cutting	  heat	  and	  hot	  water,	  the	  landlords	  hopes	  
that	  both	  men	  will	  move	  out,	  tired	  of	  these	  poor	  living	  conditions.	  Degraded	  living	  conditions	  are	  a	  recognized	  form	  of	  
harassment.	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with	  a	   large	  number	  of	   cases,	   lawyers	   shield	   themselves	   against	   these	   variations.	   The	  
lawyer’s	  goal	  is	  to	  manage	  a	  great	  number	  of	  cases	  at	  once,	  limiting	  as	  much	  as	  possible	  
the	  time	  spent	  on	  each	  case.	  	  
The	   consequence	   for	   small	   landlords	   is	   twofold:	   first,	   a	   lawyer	   does	   not	   have	   much	  
interest	   in	   pushing	   hard	   for	   one	   particular	   case	   to	   be	   solved	   quickly	   over	   another;	  
second	  it	  leads	  lawyer	  to	  play	  with	  the	  boundary	  with	  neglect	  and	  professional	  errors.	  In	  
both	   cases	   the	   service	   provided	   to	   landlords	   by	   lawyers	   is	   lowered,	   explaining	   small	  
landlords’	  permanent	  dissatisfaction	  of	  most	  toward	  their	  lawyers.	  
Larry	  and	  his	  landlords	  constantly	  accuse	  lawyers	  of	  creating	  delays	  in	  court	  on	  purpose	  
because	  their	  fee	  is	  based	  on	  the	  time	  spent	  on	  a	  case.	  It	  is	  a	  slight	  misrepresentation	  of	  
the	  work	  of	  lawyers	  whose	  main	  task	  is	  not	  to	  make	  cases	  longer,	  but	  to	  manage	  a	  large	  
number	  of	  cases	  at	  once,	  each	  case	  bringing	   limited	  fee	  and	  deserving	   little	  dedicated	  
time.	  If	  a	  case	  is	  three	  or	  four-­‐month	  longer	  than	  it	  could	  be,	  or	  should	  be,	  it	  is	  of	  little	  
importance	   to	   a	   lawyer	   –	   but	   it	   is	   of	   utmost	   importance	   to	   small	   landlords,	  who	   see	  
needed	  rents	  evaporating.	  	  
Housing	  lawyers	  can	  make	  upper	  middle-­‐class	  living	  with	  a	  clientele	  of	  small	  landlords	  in	  
low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods	   –	   Marie	   lives	   in	   Brooklyn	   with	   an	   engineer	  
husband,	  a	  European	  car,	  a	  $600,000	  condominium	  and	  a	  child	  in	  private	  school,	  while,	  
by	  contrast,	  Erin’s	  financial	  situation	  is	  precarious.	  However,	  the	  lawyers	  I	  have	  come	  to	  
know,	  Erin,	  Marie	  and	  Caleb,	  have	  a	  tendency	  to	  see	  the	  “real”	  economic	  action	  of	  the	  
housing	  market	   happening	   somewhere	   else,	   next	   to	   them,	   and	   passing	   by	   them.	   The	  
landlords	  they	  work	  for	  are	  often	  less	  educated,	  they	  hold	  often	  working-­‐class	  jobs,	  and	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yet	   they	  are	   “cash	  poor,	  but	  asset	   rich”	  –	   reversing	   Larry’s	   saying	   in	  a	   “glass-­‐half-­‐full”	  
way.	  Real	   estate	  brokers,	   especially	   those	   involved	   in	   the	  buying	  and	   selling	  of	  whole	  
buildings	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods,	   participate	   to	   multi-­‐million	  
negotiations	   and	   receive	   once	   in	   a	   while	   a	   rainfall	   of	   money,	   while	   lawyers	   are	   in	  
Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court	   for	   $5,000	   of	   unpaid	   rent.	   Therefore,	   a	   question	   for	   housing	  
lawyers	  is	  how	  to	  get	  closer	  to	  the	  lucrative	  dealings	  of	  the	  housing	  market?	  
A	  different	   issue	   impairs	   the	   relationship	  between	  maintenance/construction	  workers,	  
handymen,	   and	   small	   landlords.	   There	   is	   simply	   an	   asymmetry	   of	   information	   and	  
expertise	  between	  a	  plumber,	  an	  electrician,	  a	  roofer,	  a	  carpenter,	  on	  one	  side,	  and	  a	  
landlord	  on	   the	  other.	  The	  vast	  majority	  of	   landlords	  are	   incapable	   to	  assess	  with	  any	  
sort	  of	  precision	  the	  job	  of	  fixing	  a	  bathroom’s	  plumbing,	  a	  leak	  in	  a	  roof,	  or	  how	  to	  set-­‐
up	  a	  door	  in	  a	  wall.	  In	  addition,	  all	  the	  work	  is	  masked	  behind	  fake	  ceilings,	  sheet-­‐rocks,	  
plywood,	  and	  thick	  coats	  of	  hastily	  put	  cement	  or	  plaster.	  
Because	  many	   small	   landlords	   are	   cash	   poor,	   they	   have	   a	   strong	   incentive	   to	   rely	   on	  
cheap	  labor	  and	  expertise,	  and	  therefore,	  most	  of	  the	  time,	  they	  do	  not	  hire	  a	  licensed,	  
plumber	   or	   electrician.	   On	   the	   other	   side,	   unlicensed	   maintenance	   and	   construction	  
workers	   have	   an	   interest	   in	   being	   broad	   generalists,	   fixing	   as	  much	   as	   they	   can	  with	  
improvised	  knowledge,	  accumulating	  experience	  on	  the	  work.	  For	  such	  handymen	  the	  
goal	  is	  to	  fix	  the	  problem,	  but	  for	  a	  few	  months.	  In	  case	  when	  a	  quick	  and	  improvised	  fix	  
does	  not	  work,	  or	  works	  poorly,	  which	  happened	  sometimes	  when	  I	  was	  doing	  fieldwork	  
with	   Andres	   and	   Nicholas,	   there	   is	   always	   the	   possibility	   to	   blame	   the	   previous	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maintenance	  and	  construction	  worker	  for	  the	  poor	  job	  that	  has	  been	  done	  in	  the	  past,	  
or	  simply	  to	  blame	  the	  building.	  	  
Larry	  introduces	  Andres	  to	  his	  landlords	  as	  having	  “golden	  hands”,	  as	  someone	  who	  can	  
do	  everything	  in	  a	  building.	  Miss	  Jean,	  the	  Kay	  family,	  Sir	  Kevin,	  Giovanna,	  Mr.	  Charles	  
use	  his	  services.	  After	  a	  few	  months,	  some	  of	  these	  landlords	  express	  doubt,	  in	  private	  
about	  the	  reality	  of	  his	  skills.	  
In	   such	   situation	   of	   asymmetry	   of	   information	   and	   expertise,	   of	   strong	   pressure	   on	  
costs,	   and	   the	   possibility	   of	   “fixing”	   a	   problem	   for	   a	   while	   without	   finding	   a	   durable	  
solution,	   the	   risk	   for	   landlords	   is	   that	   jobs	   are	   done	   increasingly	   poorly	   and	   future	  
maintenance	   costs	   accumulate,	   creating	   an	   uncertain	   future	   with	   unforeseen	   and	  
sudden	   needs	   for	   cash	   to	   do	   repairs	   that	   have	   become	   unavoidable.	   It	   is	   one	   of	   the	  
reasons	  why	  Larry	  fires	  the	  superintendent,	  Mr.	  Cooper,	  of	  the	  building	  3030,	  owned	  by	  
the	  Kay	  family.	  It	  explains	  also	  why	  there	  is	  an	  upward	  mobility	  pathway	  for	  handymen	  
and	  maintenance	   worker	   in	   becoming	   a	   small	   landlord.	   It	   is	   the	   case	   with	   Claude,	   a	  
plumber	   from	  East	  New	  York,	  with	   Steve,	  Will,	   Andres,	   and	  Roberto.	  Here	   emerges	   a	  
new	   aspect	   of	   the	   economic	   life	   of	   handymen	   and	  maintenance	  worker:	   what	   is	   the	  
pathway	  for	  making	  more	  money?	  Is	   it	  becoming	  a	  small	   landlord,	  as	  Will	  hopes	  to	  be	  
with	  the	  help	  of	  Larry	  and	  Miss	  Jean?	  Securing	  better	  paid	  jobs	  in	  richer	  neighborhoods,	  
as	  Andres	  wants	  to	  do?	  Or	  becoming	  a	  building’s	  superintendent,	  like	  Mr.	  Cooper?	  
The	   economic	   life	   between	   small	   landlords,	   and	   housing	   lawyers	   and	   maintenance	  
workers	  look	  alike.	  These	  relations	  are	  very	  volatile	  and	  quick	  changing.	  It	  is	  very	  difficult	  
for	  small	  landlords	  to	  impute	  unambiguously	  outcomes,	  and	  especially	  bad	  outcomes	  (a	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“professional	   tenant”	  who	   is	  able	   to	   stay	  put,	   repeated	  work	  and	  bills	   for	  one	  unique	  
repair)	  to	  the	  incompetence	  or	  opportunism	  of	  a	  lawyer	  or	  a	  maintenance	  worker	  (the	  
legal	   system	   may	   be	   to	   blame	   or	   the	   building’s	   structure	   may	   be	   to	   blame).	   Small	  
landlords,	   then,	   rely	   on	   superficial	   signs,	   affiliations,	   and	   inclinations	   to	   hire	   and	   fire	  
people.	  They	  constantly	  change	  lawyers	  and	  maintenance	  workers.	  Such	  high	  turnover	  
rates	   create	   even	   less	   incentive	   for	   dedication	   from	   lawyers	   and	  workers	   toward	   the	  
landlord	  they	  work	  for.	  They	  are	  perpetually	   looking	  for	  new	  clients,	  new	  “prospects”.	  
The	   job	   market	   for	   housing	   lawyers	   and	   maintenance	   workers	   is	   vast	   enough	   and	  
information	   about	   people’s	   quality	   is	   local	   enough	   for	   the	   expected	   reputation	  
mechanisms	  to	  be	  rather	  inefficient.	  	  
The	   dynamics	   of	   the	   relation	   between	   small	   landlords	   and	   real	   estate	   brokers	   is	   not	  
based	  on	  an	  asymmetry	  of	   information	  and	  expertise,	   but	  on	   “cheap	   talk”.	  A	   relation	  
with	  a	  broker	  bears	  no	   immediate	  and	  direct	  costs	   for	  a	   landlord.	   In	  a	  hot	  market	   like	  
New	  York	  City,	  even	  during	  the	  recession	  after	  2008,	  broker	  fees	  on	  rentals	  are	  paid	  by	  
the	   tenant,	   not	   by	   the	   landlord.	   When	   selling	   a	   building,	   the	   fee	   is	   factored	   in	   the	  
negotiation.	   For	   a	   landlord,	   changing	   broker	   has	   no	   immediate	   and	   direct	   cost.	   For	   a	  
broker,	   to	  be	  appointed	  by	  a	   landlord	  as	  an	  exclusive	  broker	   is	  based	  about	   future	  on	  
promises	  clients.	  Brokers	  have	  an	  interest	  in	  being	  slightly	  too	  optimistic,	  in	  overselling	  
their	  network	  and	  connections,	   in	  order	   to	  eliminate	  competitors.	  Real	  estate	  brokers	  
use	   cheap	   talk	   and	   easy	   promises	   to	   convince	   landlords	   to	   work	   for	   them.	   There	   is	  
volatility	   in	   the	   relation	   between	   small	   landlords	   and	   real	   estate	   brokers.	   But	   such	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volatility	  is	  one	  of	  courtship	  based	  on	  cheap	  talk	  and	  the	  difficulties	  of	  overcoming	  the	  
dilemma	  of	  cheap	  talk,	  not	  one	  of	  opportunism	  and	  “making	  a	  quick	  buck”.	  
The	   volatility	   of	   the	   landlord-­‐broker	   relationship	   is	   not	   so	   much	   a	   problem	   in	   the	  
brokerage	  of	  rental	  units,	  but	  in	  the	  brokerage	  of	  whole	  buildings.	  Real	  estate	  brokers	  in	  
low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods	   often	   make	   their	   ordinary	   living	   on	   rentals.	  
However,	   they	   look	   for	   and	   strive	   for	   brokering	   the	   purchase	   and	   sale	   of	   entire	  
buildings.	  During	  my	  fieldwork,	  which	  took	  place	  between	  2009	  and	  2012,	  this	  market	  
was	  at	  a	  halt.	  However,	  most	  of	  the	  daily	  activity	  of	  Larry	  and	  the	  other	  brokers	  I	  have	  
come	  to	  know	  (the	  P.E.B.	  group,	  Ricky	  Horros,	  Dolores	  Erra)	  was	  about	  such	  deals.	  The	  
deals	  and	  negotiations	  I	  have	  attended	  where	  about	  multi-­‐million	  dollar	  transactions.	  In	  
these	  deals,	   the	   two	  brokers,	  one	   for	  each	  party,	   earn	  each	  a	   fee	  of	   about	  4%	  of	   the	  
transaction.	  When	   the	   building	   of	  Martha	   Baker	   is	   sold	   $3.2	  million,	   Larry	   has	  made	  
$128,000.	  Such	  deals	  take	  time	  and	  span	  several	  years.	  But	  when	  they	  materialize	  they	  
are	  a	  rainfall	  of	  money	  for	  the	  broker.	  A	  high	  volatility	  of	  the	  landlord-­‐broker	  relation	  is	  
in	   interest,	  or	   indifferent,	  to	  the	  landlord;	  but	   it	   is	  strongly	  against	  the	  interests	  of	  the	  
real	   estate	  brokers.	   For	   an	   individual	   broker	   the	  question	   is:	   how	   to	   create	   a	   trusting	  
long-­‐lasting	   relation	   with	   a	   landlord,	   so	   that	   other	   brokers	   cannot	   “fast-­‐talk”	   the	  
landlord	  when	   she	   is	   about	   to	   sell	   her	   building?	   But	   also,	   how	   not	   to	  waste	   time	   by	  
sticking	  to	  a	  landlord	  who	  has	  no	  intention	  in	  selling	  her	  building	  at	  all?	  For	  the	  landlord	  
the	  question	  is	  simpler:	  how	  to	  find	  the	  broker	  that	  will	  deliver	  the	  highest	  price	  for	  the	  
building?	  How	  to	  see	  beyond	  the	  “cheap	  talk”	  the	  real	  value	  of	  a	  real	  estate	  broker?	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Analyzing	   the	   economic	   transactions	   between	   low-­‐income	   tenants,	   small	   landlords,	  
housing	  lawyers,	  handymen,	  and	  real	  estate	  brokers,	   I	  have	  shown	  that	  the	  circulation	  
of	  money	  from	  tenants	  to	  landlords,	  and	  subsequently	  to	  other	  housing	  professionals	  is	  
precarious.	   It	   requires	   that	  everyone	   tied	   in	   these	  highly	   local	  economic	  circuits	   limits	  
their	  own	  opportunistic	  behavior,	  or	  keep	  it	  in	  a	  zone	  of	  mutual	  acceptability.	  If	  one	  link	  
of	   this	   chain	   of	   transactions	   is	   too	   opportunistic,	   it	   can	   stop	   the	  whole	   circulation	   of	  
money,	   goods,	   and	   services,	   triggering	   in	   the	   long	   run	   a	   deep	   restructuring	   of	   the	  
economic	  circuit	  –	  new	  individuals	  replacing	  old	  ones	   in	  the	  performance	  of	  economic	  
roles,	  new	  contracts	  replacing	  old	  ones.	  	  
In	   the	   housing	   market	   I	   have	   described,	   deficient	   cooperation	   happens	   within	   the	  
boundary	  of	  each	  actor’s	  formal	  economic	  role.	  The	  way	  in	  which	  the	  housing	  market	  is	  
institutionalized,	   the	   role	   structure	   it	   has	   historically	   developed,	   does	   not	   ensure	   the	  
smooth	  circulation	  of	  money,	  goods,	  and	  services.	  For	  the	  small,	  cash-­‐poor,	  landlords	  to	  
find	   a	   stable	   economic	   position,	   some	   form	   of	   infra-­‐role	   cooperation	   from	   tenants,	  
housing	  lawyers,	  and	  handymen	  must	  be	  achieved.	  	  
The	  small	  landlords	  are	  far	  from	  passive	  rentiers.	  Their	  daily	  economic	  activity	  consists	  in	  
managing	   economic	   actors’	   infra-­‐role	   cooperation.	   Some	   of	   these	   landlords	   have	   the	  
luck	   and	   skill	   to	   stay	   afloat	   long	   enough	   that	   their	   building	   can	   grow	   into	   a	   “money	  
tree”;	  others	  do	  not.	  These	   latter	   landlords	  do	  not	  achieve	   the	  necessary	   cooperation	  
across	   economic	   roles	   and	   find	   themselves	   in	   a	   position	   of	   weakness,	   which	   can	   be	  
exploited	  by	  well-­‐informed	  third	  parties	  (see	  chapter	  2).	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THE	  CLIQUE	  AS	  A	  RESPONSE	  TO	  ROUTINE	  TRANSACTION	  COSTS	  	  
The	  clique	   is	   internally	   structured	  around	   several	  principles.	   (1)	   The	   clique’s	  members	  
pool	  material	  and	  immaterial	  resources	  and	  rewards.	  (2)	  Pooling	  is	  not	  fully	  regulated	  by	  
written	   contracts	   but	   by	   a	   series	   of	   moral	   contracts	   that	   binds	   together	   various	  
individuals	  occupying	  various	   roles	  of	   the	  housing	  market.	  By	  moral	   contract	   is	  meant	  
here	  a	  sense	  of	  reciprocal	  rights	  and	  obligations	  that	  spans	  several	  years	  and	  expresses	  
itself	  in	  a	  vocabulary	  of	  personal	  and	  emotional	  attachments.	  These	  moral	  contracts	  are	  
the	   basis	   of	   a	   specific	   coordination	   within	   the	   clique:	   they	   bend	   relations	   between	  
economic	   roles	   of	   the	   housing	   market.	   (3)	   The	   clique	   is	   a	   voluntary	   yet	   hierarchical	  
grouping.	  (4)	  The	  clique’	  boundary	  is	  dynamic.	  	  
The	  clique	  stands	  in	  meaningful	  contrast	  to	  its	  environment,	  explaining	  the	  appeal	  of	  the	  
clique	  and	  the	  voluntary	  affiliation	  to	  it.	  There	  is	  a	  cost,	  however,	  for	  such	  an	  affiliation	  –	  
to	  be	  bound	  by	  a	  moral	  contract	  of	  not	  being	  opportunistic	  with	  other	  members	  of	  the	  
clique.	  	  	  
Eventually	   the	   clique	   provides	   two	   collective	   goods:	   trust	   across	   economic	   roles	   and	  
trust	  across	  ethno-­‐racial	  and	  cultural	  boundaries.	  
THE	  COOPERATION	  OF	  LARRY:	  THE	  INITIAL	  INVESTOR	  IN	  GOODWILL	  
The	   first	   resource	   that	   is	   shared	   within	   the	   clique	   is	   Larry’s	   free	   work	   as	   a	   building	  
manager.	   Larry	   is	   the	   initial	   source	   of	   goodwill	   that	   starts	   the	   series	   of	   reciprocal	  
obligations	  that	  organizes	  internally	  the	  clique.	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For	  recruiting	  small	   landlords	  to	  the	  clique,	  Larry	  works	  for	  free	  as	  a	  building	  manager	  
for	  several	  years	  and	  asks	  the	   landlord	  to	  hire	  Erin	  or	  Marie	  as	  a	   lawyer.	  For	   instance,	  
after	  two	  years	  working	  for	  Dr.	  Dwayne,	  Larry	  has	  not	  been	  paid	  once.	  In	  this	  plan,	  Larry	  
goes	   to	   court	   against	   tenants	   and	  makes	   decisions	   on	   landlords’	   behalf,	  while	   Erin	   or	  
Marie	  handles	  the	  legal	  side	  of	  the	  case	  in	  court.	  Usually,	  small	  landlords	  resent	  going	  to	  
Housing	  Court	  (see	  chapter	  6)	  and	  are	  therefore	  willing	  to	  give	  up	  this	  task	  to	  Larry.	  All	  
landlords	  of	  the	  clique,	  and	  many	  external	  ones,	  have	  given	  Larry	  power	  of	  attorney	  to	  
act	  on	  their	  behalf	   in	  court.	  Erin	  or	  Marie	  gets	  paid	  for	  this	  work	  but	  not	  Larry	  –	  Larry	  
makes	  sure	   that	   the	   lawyers’	  efforts,	   results	  and	   legal	  bills	  are	   in	  sync	  and	   justified	   to	  
the	  landlord.	  	  
As	   a	   building	   manager	   and	   a	   broker,	   Larry	   also	   rents	   apartment	   in	   his	   landlords’	  
buildings,	  making	  often	   a	  brokerage	   fee	   for	   himself,	   but	  not	   always.	  He	   collects	   rents	  
and	  he	  organizes	   the	  daily	  operations	  of	  a	  building	   from	  ordering	   fuel	   to	  making	   sure	  
that	   the	   necessary	   repairs	   and	   maintenance	   work	   is	   done.	   Sometimes	   Larry	   even	  
provides	  the	  financing	  for	  the	  repairs	  when	  the	  landlord	  has	  no	  cash	  –	  it	  is	  the	  case	  with	  
3030,	   a	   26-­‐unit	   building	   in	   central	   Brooklyn	   that	   belongs	   to	   the	   Kay	   family,	   for	  which	  
Larry	  has	  put	  more	  than	  $16,000	  in	  eight	  years.	  	  
At	   the	   same	   time,	   Larry	   constantly	   scrutinizes	   the	   market	   value	   of	   the	   buildings	   he	  
manages.	   He	   looks	   for	   potential	   buyers,	   even	   if	   the	   owner	   did	   not	   express	   a	   strong	  
intent	   for	   selling.	   It	   creates	  a	  mild-­‐clash	  with	   the	  Kay	   family,	   the	  owners	  of	  3030	  who	  
discovered	  that	   their	  building	  was	  officially	   in	   the	  market	   for	  a	   few	  years,	  without	  the	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fully	  agreeing	   to	   it.	   Larry	  put	  his	   job	  on	   the	  balance,	  and	   the	   family	  agreed	   to	   let	  him	  
work	  the	  way	  he	  intended.	  	  
The	  non-­‐written	  pact	  that	  Larry	  has	  with	  a	  landlord	  is	  that	  when	  she	  decides	  to	  sell	  her	  
building,	  she	  will	  appoint	  him	  as	  exclusive	  broker,	  making	  up	  for	  years	  of	  unpaid	  labor.	  
One	  of	   the	   less-­‐obvious	   tasks	  of	   Larry	   is	   to	   convince	   the	   landlord	   to	   sell	   the	  building,	  
without	  being	  too	  noticeably	  eager.	  He	  aims	  at	  getting	  a	  position	  of	  trusted	  advisor	  to	  
the	  landlord.	  It	  is	  a	  role	  that	  seamlessly	  intertwines	  the	  internal	  knowledge	  of	  how	  the	  
building	   works	   –	   a	   knowledge	   gathered	   while	   being	   the	   building	   manager	   –	   and	   the	  
external	   knowledge	   of	   the	   real	   estate	   broker	   who	   knows	   how	   to	   find	   a	   price	   and	   a	  
buyer.	  
In	   summer	  2010,	   Larry	   is	  on	   the	  phone	  with	  another	   real	  estate	  broker,	  Dolores	  Erra.	  
Dolores	   and	   Larry	   go	   back	   a	   long	   time.	   In	   the	   early	   2000s,	   they	   sold	   for	   $5	  million	   a	  
building	   that	   belonged	   to	   Stanley	   one	   of	   Larry’s	   closest	   friends	   since	   he	   has	   been	   a	  
teenager.	   Larry	   and	   Dolores	   have	   two	   deals	   in	   negotiation	   (both	   deals	   will	   not	  
materialize).	  Both	  brokers	  sense	  that	  the	  difficulties	  coming	  and	  Larry	  explains	  that	  he	  
may	   have	   other	   buildings	   in	   Brooklyn	   on	   the	   market	   in	   the	   next	   months	   that	   may	  
interest	  Dolores’	   clients.	   These	   clients	   are	   Jewish	  Orthodox	   real	   estate	   investors	   from	  
the	  Bronx	  who	  are	  interested	  in	  buying	  in	  Brooklyn	  on	  the	  cheap.	   In	  2010,	   it	  has	  been	  
two	  years	  that	  the	  prices	  have	  been	  going	  down	  in	  central	  Brooklyn.	  
Larry	   tells	   Dolores	   about	  Martha	   Baker’s	   34-­‐unit	   building	   in	   East-­‐Flatbush.	   Larry	   met	  
Martha	   a	   few	  months	   ago,	   through	  Miss	  Williams.	  Martha	   has	   violation	   that	   she	   had	  
difficulties	   getting	   rid	   of.	   Larry	   did	   all	   the	   procedures	   for	   her	   and	   he	   did	   not	   make	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Martha	  pay	  for	  his	  work.	  Larry	  has	  become	  more	  acquainted	  with	  Martha’s	  financial	  and	  
personal	  situation	  and	  he	  says	  to	  Dolores.	  
“Yes	  Ma’am.	   She’s	   gonna	   keep	   the	   building	   this	   winter.	   She’s	   gonna	   go	   through	   the	  
winter,	   because	   she	   has	   plans.	   She	   is	   65	   or	   66	   and	   after	   the	  winter	   she’ll	   sell	   it.	   I’m	  
gonna	  be	  the	  broker,	  and	  I’m	  happy	  to	  co-­‐broke	  with	  anybody	  else,	  but	  I	  will	  be	  her	  lead	  
guy.	  So	  we’ll	  do	  it.	  But	  you	  see	  the	  age?	  She	  sold	  a	  bunch	  of	  properties	  she	  has	  to	  wait	  
for	   the	   right	   time	   to	   do	   whatever	   she	   has	   to	   do.	   All	   right?	   But	   I	   also	   have	   another	  
[building]	  I’m	  gonna	  give	  you”	  	  
A	   few	  days	   later,	   Larry	   has	  Martha	  on	   the	  phone.	   She	   is	   telling	   Larry	   that	   a	   tenant	   is	  
complaining	  about	  bed	  bugs.	  Larry	  is	  speaking,	  and	  tries	  to	  embody	  the	  role	  of	  detached	  
advisor.	  
“Bed	  bugs?	  At	  this	  stage	  in	  your	  life	  Martha,	  I	  would	  sell.	  Do	  me	  a	  favor,	  if	  I	  can	  get	  from	  
you	  [the	  authorization	  to	  take	  care	  of]	  each	  apartment,	  one-­‐bedrooms,	  two-­‐bedrooms...	  
If	   you	   can	   give	  me	   that…	   Let	  me	   ask	   you	   a	   question.	   Do	   you	  wanna	   go	   through	   the	  
winter	  [without	  selling	  the	  building]?”	  
…	  
“I’ll	  tell	  you	  what	  I	  want	  you	  to	  do,	  it’s	  to	  consider	  allowing	  me	  to	  market	  your	  property	  
as	  your	  broker”	  
…	  
“Excuse-­‐me!	   I’m	   a	   licensed	   broker	   you	   can	   ask	  Miss	  Williams.”	   Larry	   sounds	   playfully	  
offended.	  He	  laughs.	  Getting	  serious	  again	  “But	  when	  I	  talk	  to	  people,	  especially	  some	  
Orthodox	  [Jews	  investors]…”	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Martha	  Baker	  is	  from	  Jamaica.	  She	  is	  single.	  She	  owns	  properties	  in	  Jamaica	  and	  in	  New	  
York,	   including	   the	   building	   that	   Larry	   is	   talking	   about	   and	   a	   condominium	   in	   South	  
Brooklyn	  with	  a	  view	  on	  the	  Atlantic	  Ocean.	  When	  I	  ask	  Martha	  about	  her	  story,	  she	  tells	  
me	   she	   emigrated	   from	   Jamaica	   to	   New	   York	   City	   in	   the	   1970s.	   She	   set	   up	   in	   East-­‐
Flatbush	  and	  worked	  in	  a	  hair	  salon.	  She	  then	  opened	  her	  own	  hair	  salon,	  then	  a	  second	  
one,	  and	  a	  third	  one.	  She	  bought	  the	  34-­‐unit	  building	  that	  Larry	  wants	  to	  manage	  and	  
sell.	   Immediately	   after	   she	   bought	   the	   building,	   the	   tenants	   started	   a	   7-­‐A	   proceeding	  
against	   Martha.	   She	   says	   tenants	   stopped	   paying	   rent	   while	   degrading	   further,	   on	  
purpose,	   the	  building,	   so	   that	   their	   case	  would	  be	  stronger.	   It	   is	  unclear	  what	  Martha	  
believes	   about	   why	   the	   tenants	   were	   doing	   this.	   A	   common	   interpretation	   of	   Larry	  
about	   7-­‐A	   is	   that	   administrator,	   tenants	   and	   sometimes	   judges	   who	   appoint	  
administrator	  are	  in	  collusion.	  To	  be	  suspicious	  of	  hidden	  agenda	  from	  bureaucrats	  and	  
members	   of	   City’s	   regulatory	   agencies	   is	   common	   in	   the	   clique	   (see	   chapter	   6).	  
However,	  Martha	  was	  able	  to	  convince	  the	  judge	  that	  she	  had	  a	  viable	  plan	  to	  do	  repairs	  
and	  to	  have	  the	  building	  running.	  The	  judge	  rejected	  the	  demand	  of	  a	  7-­‐A	  administrator.	  
When	   she	   talks	   about	   this	   episode	   that	   happened	   thirty	   years	   ago,	  Martha	   still	   gets	  
emotional.	   “A	   good	   judge	   gave	  me	   a	   chance”,	   she	   says.	   For	   the	   ten	   following	   years,	  
Martha	  has	  worked	  both	   at	  managing	  her	   building	   and	   in	   the	  hair	   salons	   she	  owned.	  
After	  this	  period,	  she	  was	  able	  to	  sell	  her	  hair	  salons	  and	  live	  off	  the	  revenues	  generated	  
by	  her	  building.	  
It	  will	  take	  two	  more	  years	  to	  Larry	  to	  sell	  Martha’s	  building,	  for	  $3.2	  million	  to	  Jewish	  
Orthodox	  buyers.	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In	  2012,	  a	   few	  weeks	  before	  the	  building	   is	  about	  to	  be	  sold,	  Larry	  tells	  me	  about	  the	  
virtue	  of	  not	  being	  a	  “schnorrer”	  (a	  shameless	  beggar	  in	  Yiddish).	  The	  following	  excerpt	  
follows	  a	  conversation	  at	  Jimmy’s	  Diner,	  with	  Larry,	  me,	  Will,	  a	  handyman	  of	  the	  clique	  
who	  works	  at	  the	  time	  for	  Martha,	  and	  Lauren,	  Will’s	  girlfriend.	  Larry	  has	  just	  explained	  
to	  us	  that	  he	  has	  worked	  recently	  for	  someone	  who	  belongs	  to	  the	  organized	  crime	  in	  
Brooklyn,	  but	  Larry	  did	  not	  make	  him	  pay.	  Larry	  is	  not	  a	  schnorrer,	  he	  says.	  Seeing	  that	  I	  
still	  do	  not	  understand	  why	  Larry	  works	  for	  free,	  Larry	  tells	  me:	  
“Look	  what	  I	  did	  with	  Martha.	  I	  went	  to	  the	  Environment	  Control	  Boards.	  I	  got	  rid	  of	  the	  
violations.	   I	  could	  have	  actually	   [charge	  Martha	  for	  this	  cheap	  work].	   [But]	  Look	  a	   few	  
years	   afterwards	   what	   I’m	   looking	   at	   [selling	   Martha’s	   building	   for	   $3.2	   million].	  
Everything	  is	  me,	  that’s	  a	  blessing.”	  	  
“Blessing”	  is	  the	  category	  constantly	  used	  by	  Larry	  to	  name	  and	  communicate	  the	  sense	  
of	   reciprocity,	   the	   obligation	   of	   exchanges	   services	   across	   time	   that	   ties	   the	   clique	  
together.	   Larry	   uses	   other	   terms	   and	  metaphors	   as	  well.	   He	   uses	   “what	   goes	   around	  
comes	  around”,	  but	  also	  more	  originally	  the	  metaphor	  of	  the	  fist.	  When	  one	  day	  I	  see	  
him	  distributing	  $10	  bills	   to	   two	  guys,	   two	  handymen	  who	  work	   for	  Clarence,	   a	   small	  
landlord	  of	  the	  clique,	  I	  ask	  him	  why	  he	  does	  that.	  Larry	  tells	  me	  that	  one	  should	  not	  be	  
like	  a	   clenched	   fist.	   Indeed,	   from	  a	   clenched	   fist	  no	  money	  comes	  out,	  but	  no	  money	  
comes	  in.	  The	  free	  work	  of	  Larry	  towards	  small,	  cash-­‐poor,	  landlords	  is	  the	  starter	  of	  a	  
series	  of	  mutual	  obligations,	  whose	  end	  point,	  Larry	  hopes,	  is	  the	  sale	  of	  a	  building.	  This	  
sense	  of	   reciprocity	  organizes	   the	   internal	   life	  of	   the	   clique,	  but	   is	  never	  expressed	   in	  
very	   precise	   terms	   or	   in	   a	   rule-­‐like	   fashion.	   To	   express	   this	   reality,	   the	   religious	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vocabulary	  of	   “blessing”	   is	  ubiquitous	  and	  consciously	   tied	   to	   the	  prosperity	  gospel	  of	  
Joel	  Osteen	  and	  Creflo	  Dollar,	  two	  TV	  evangelists	  whom	  Larry	  and	  Miss	  Jean	  watch	  every	  
Sunday	  morning.	  
THE	  COOPERATION	  OF	  HOUSING	  LAWYERS	  	  
For	   small	   landlords,	   belonging	   to	   the	   clique	   also	   gives	   some	   control	   over	   what	   their	  
lawyers	   do.	   Every	   day,	   Larry	   has	   multiple	   conversations	   with	   Erin,	   Marie	   and	   Nicky,	  
Mary’s	  assistant,	   to	  know	  the	   state	  of	   current	   cases	   in	  Housing	  Court.	   Larry	  has	  more	  
experience	  of	  housing	  lawyers	  and	  housing	  court	  than	  most	  small	  landlords.	  Besides,	  he	  
knows	  Erin	   and	  Marie	   so	  well	   that	  he	   sees	  when	   they	   could	  be	  more	  efficacious.	   The	  
following	  conversation	  is	  typical	  of	  the	  kind	  of	  discussion	  where	  Larry	  works	  on	  behalf	  of	  
small	  landlords	  of	  the	  clique	  to	  extract	  more	  work	  and	  dedication	  from	  the	  two	  lawyers.	  	  
Larry	  speaks	  to	  Nicky,	  while	  Marie	  is	  in	  court:	  
“Can	  I	  tell	  you	  something?	  When	  you	  have	  something	  like	  that	  [overly	  long	  delays	  in	  a	  
court	   case]	   it	   is	   utter	  neglect	  on	   the	  attorney’s	  part.	   Bullshit	   aside,	  Nicky,	   you	   know	   I	  
love	   you	   and	   Marie,	   and	   Erin,	   you	   know	   whose	   neglect	   that	   is?	   It	   is	   absolutely	   the	  
attorney’s	  fucking	  neglect.	  I	  had	  that	  problem	  with	  Phil	  [a	  previous	  lawyer	  of	  the	  clique]	  
I	  had	  to	  end	  the	  relationship.	  Phil	  is	  a	  lawyer	  I	  used	  to	  use.	  He	  is	  perfidious,	  treacherous	  
and	  all	  that.”	  
…	  
“That	   shit	   should	  have	  been	  done	   last	   year.	   You	   see	   these	   little	  details	   stink	   like	   shit.	  
These	  little	  details	  mean	  a	  lot.”	  
…	  
	   78	  
“Listen	   [the	   tenants]	   haven’t	   paid	   rent	   in	   three	   years.	   I’m	   embarrassed.	   I’m	   really	  
embarrassed.	   	  With	  Luis	  Borjas	  [a	  landlord	  of	  the	  clique],	   I’m	  embarrassed.	  I’m	  fucking	  
embarrassed.	  Nicky,	   I	   don’t	   know	  what	   to	   tell	   to	  my	  people	   [i.e.	   the	   landlords	   of	   the	  
clique].	  They	  love	  me	  and	  trust	  me	  more	  than	  they	  trust	  their	  own.	  And	  then	  I	  gotta	  beg	  
lawyers,	  I	  can’t!	  Do	  me	  a	  favor,	  non-­‐payment,	  there	  is	  a	  purpose	  to	  it.	  Because	  he	  owes	  
a	  lot	  of	  money.	  Listen	  to	  me,	  rent	  stabilized	  and	  non-­‐payment.”	  
…	  
“Do	  you	  know	  how	  many	  times	  Marie	  told	  me	  that?	  Maybe	  I	  should	  get	  another	  lawyer,	  
I	  mean,	  Nicky,	  I	  don’t	  mind	  Marie	  giving	  me	  a	  bill,	  but	  when	  the	  bill	  is	  for	  $10,000	  and	  I	  
got	  nothing	  to	  show,	  that’s	  a	  shame!	  I’m	  ashamed	  of	  myself!	  When	  you	  speak	  to	  these	  
people	   [small	   landlords	   of	   the	   clique]	   they	   trust	  me.	   I	   have	   been	  working	  with	  Marie	  
forever.	  She	  can’t	  do	  that	  to	  me.	  	  Basically,	  I	  am	  ashamed	  of	  myself.	  I	  want	  to	  finish	  this	  
freakish	  case.	  I	  don’t	  wanna	  know	  what	  is	  wrong.	  Marie	  has	  it,	  you	  have	  it.	  Find	  me	  an	  
eviction	  date.	  That’s	  it!	  That’s	  all!”	  
…	  
“Then	   I	   got	   to	  work	   for	   free	   for	   six	  months	   just	   to	  make	  up	   the	   loss.	  And	   that’s	   fair?	  
That’s	  not	  fair	  to	  me!	  Because	  I	  guilt	  consciousness.	  I	  give	  [free	  work]	  to	  redeem	  myself.	  
Because	  my	  reputation	  is	  everything.”	  
It	   is	   a	   conversation	   that	  most	   small	   landlords	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods	  
cannot	  have	  with	  their	  lawyer,	  and	  wish	  they	  could	  have.	  Small	  landlords	  often	  lack	  the	  
broad	  experience	  that	  Larry	  has,	  and	  they	  also	  lack	  the	  leverage	  on	  lawyers	  that	  he	  has.	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Integrating	   Larry’s	   clique,	   Erin	   and	  Marie	  have	   lost	  much	   independence	   and	   room	   for	  
opportunistic	   behaviors.	   But	   they	   have	   gained	   a	   closer	   entanglement	   of	   their	  
professional	   life	  with	  what	   is	   commonly	   seen	  as	   the	  core	  of	   the	   real	  estate	  market	   in	  
low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  –	  transactions	  involving	  whole	  buildings.	  	  
Marie	  is	  less	  eager	  than	  Erin	  to	  be	  part	  of	  this	  market.	  She	  has	  developed	  a	  law	  practice	  
that	  relies	   in	  part	  on	  Larry’s	  business	  but	  also	  on	  outside	  housing	  actors,	  to	  which	  she	  
applies	   the	   statistical	   approach.	   She	   makes	   an	   upper-­‐middle	   class	   living	   out	   of	   it.	  
However,	   Larry	   tells	  me	   following	  story	  about	  Marie	   that	   illustrates	  what	   she	   finds	  by	  
participating	  to	  the	  clique:	  
“You	  see	  Marilyn	  [a	  landlord]	  was	  a	  client	  of	  Marie.	  I	  sold	  [her]	  house.	  I	  gave	  [Marie]	  a	  
piece	  of	  the	  action	  [a	  sourcing	  fee	  for	  bringing	  the	  deal	  to	  him].	  I	  covered	  my	  expenses.	  
We	  did	  well	  with	  this.”	  	  
Housing	   lawyers	  have	  access	  to	  many	   landlords,	  some	  of	  them	  want	  to	  sell	  a	  building,	  
and	   they	   ask	   their	   lawyer	  which	   real	   estate	  broker	   can	  be	   trusted	  –Marie	   refers	   such	  
demands	  to	  Larry,	  who	  gives	  Marie	  part	  of	  his	  brokerage	  fee	  in	  case	  a	  deal	   is	  finalized	  
(usually	  4%	  of	  the	  transaction).	  	  
The	   relationship	   can	   go	   the	   other	  way.	   Larry	  may	   impose	  Marie	   to	   a	   landlord	  who	   is	  
about	  to	  sell	  a	  building.	  Larry	  says:	  
“When	  I	  dealt	  with	  Martha	  [Baker,	  who	  sells	  her	  building],	  she	  wanted	  me	  to	  [use]	  her	  
lawyer,	  [whose	  name	  is]	  Haim.	  I	  couldn’t	  talk	  to	  him,	  he	  was	  arrogant.	  I	  was	  that	  close	  to	  
tell	  him	  to	  go	  fuck	  himself.	  I	  said	  Martha	  I	  can’t	  deal	  with	  this	  guy.	  I	  was	  ready	  to	  leave	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the	   deal.	   She	   said	   ok.	   I	   took	   her	   to	  meet	  Marie,	   she	   felt	   comfortable	   [and	   she	   hired	  
Marie].	  Haim	  cannot	  believe	  I	  pulled	  it	  off.	  He	  sees	  me,	  he	  hates	  my	  fucking	  guts.”	  
“Well	  I	  understand	  him”	  I	  say,	  “[Haim	  has]	  lost	  a	  lot	  of	  money	  because	  of	  you.”	  
“You	  see	  he	  stole	  [in	  the	  past]	  one	  of	  Marie’s	  client.	  She	  said	  ‘Larry,	   I	  want	  revenge’.	   I	  
said	  leave	  it	  to	  me.	  Slowly	  I	  got	  there.”	  
Erin	  who	   is	  more	  dependent	  on	  Larry’s	  network	  of	  small	   landlords	  for	  her	  clients	  than	  
Marie’s	   is	   even	  more	   willing	   and	   impatient	   to	   be	   closer	   to	   the	   action	   of	   the	  market	  
(Goffman	  1967),	  and	  especially	  of	  the	  “old	  man”	  transactions	  –	  up	  to	  the	  point	  where	  
such	   enthusiasm	   leads	   her	   to	   make	   a	   blunder	   in	   the	   “Harlem	   Deal”	   resulting	   in	   her	  
destitution	  from	  the	  clique	  (see	  below,	  section	  on	  the	  “Harlem	  Deal”).	  
	   THE	  COOPERATION	  OF	  MAINTENANCE	  WORKERS	  AND	  HANDYMEN	  
The	   control	   of	   lawyers’	   opportunism	   is	   not	   the	   last	   benefit	   for	   small	   landlords	   for	  
belonging	   to	   the	  clique.	  The	  management	  of	  a	  building’s	  operating	  costs	   is	  also	  made	  
easier	  by	  belonging	  to	  the	  clique.	  
One	  cold	  night	  of	  November	  2010,	  the	  boiler	  of	  one	  Luis	  Borjas’	  buildings	  breaks	  down,	  
leaving	  the	  building	  without	  heat	  and	  hot	  water.	  It	  is	  a	  major	  violation	  of	  the	  warrant	  of	  
habitability.	  Luis	  has	  already	  several	  cases	  in	  court	  with	  non-­‐paying	  tenants,	  so	  he	  needs	  
to	   fix	   the	   boiler	   as	   soon	   as	   possible.	   He	   calls	   Larry	   during	   the	   night.	   Larry	   wakes	   up	  
Andres,	  who	  calls	  Roberto.	  Roberto	  and	  Andres	  spend	  the	  night	  on	  the	  boiler	  and	  finally	  
fix	  it.	  	  
In	  such	  situations,	  Andres	  does	  not	  set	  the	  price	  of	  the	  job,	  Larry	  does.	  Larry	  fixes	  below	  
market	  prices	  and	  takes	  10%	  for	  himself.	  For	  instance,	  Giovanna	  was	  able	  to	  redo	  part	  of	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the	  roof	  of	  one	  of	  her	  building,	  plus	  cutting	  the	  trees	  and	  cleaning	  the	  backyard	  of	  the	  
building	  for	  $5000	  (the	  initial	  price	  was	  $3,500).	  It	  took	  four	  men	  and	  a	  week	  of	  work	  to	  
accomplish	  everything.	  Andres	  was	  barely	  able	  to	  pay	  himself	  a	  salary	  for	  the	  work	  (and	  
I	  “worked”	  for	  free).	  Through	  the	  clique,	  the	  small,	  cash-­‐poor,	  landlords	  have	  access	  to	  a	  
cheap	   and	   immediately	   available	   workforce.	   It	   is	   only	   when	   a	   small	   landlord	   starts	  
distancing	   herself	   from	   the	   clique	   that	   Larry	   authorizes	   Andres,	   Roberto,	   Nicholas	   to	  
charge	  what	  they	  want.	  	  
Andres	  often	  complains	  to	  me	  that	  Larry’s	  system	  creates	   inadequate	  work	  conditions	  
for	   him.	   But	   he	   trusts	   Larry	   to	   take	   care	   of	   him.	   In	   the	   following	   tense	   conversation,	  
Andres	   is	  struggling	  to	  define	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  new	  role	  that	  Larry	  gives	  him	  at	  3030,	  
the	  building	  owned	  by	  the	  Kay	  family.	  	  
After	  the	  superintendent	  of	  the	  building,	  Mr.	  Cooper	  has	  been	  fired	  by	  Larry,	  Andres	  has	  
officially	  become	  the	  superintendent	  of	   the	  building.	  However,	  he	  does	  not	   live	   in	  the	  
building,	   as	  Mr.	  Cooper	  did.	  Andres	   is	  not	  paid	  by	   the	  owners,	   the	  Kay	   family,	  but	  by	  
Larry,	   and	   he	   only	   gets	   a	   $1,000	   a	   month.	   Andres	   is	   allowed	   to	   squat	   a	   run-­‐down	  
apartment	  on	  the	  top	  floor	  of	  the	  building,	  but	  the	  building	  owner’s	  son	  also	  uses	  the	  
place	   as	   a	   photo	   shoot	   studio.	   Each	   time	   Andres	   needs	   to	   do	   repairs,	   and	   there	   are	  
many	  because	  of	  the	  neglect	  of	  the	  building	  for	  the	  past	  decade,	  he	  needs	  to	  ask	  money	  
to	  Larry.	  Larry	  often	  asks	  Andres	  to	  front	  the	  cash	  and	  he	  will	  reimburse	  Andres.	  It	  is	  of	  
course	   not	   a	   favorable	   organization	   of	   work	   for	   Andres,	   even	   if	   Larry	   constantly	  
reassures	  Andres	  and	  pays	  him	  back	  in	  a	  couple	  of	  days.	  An	  obvious	  solution	  would	  be	  
to	  set-­‐up	  an	  account	  at	  the	  local	  hardware	  store	  or	  at	  Home	  Depot	   in	  Brooklyn.	   It	   is	  a	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common	  practice	  for	  superintendent	  and	  handymen.	  But	  Andres	  does	  not	  want	  to	  ask	  
Larry,	  because	  Larry	  “already	  knows”	  and	  has	  already	  made	  decisions	   that	  are	   for	   the	  
common	  good	  for	  both	  men.	  	  
“Like	  I	  said,	  I	  have	  a	  tremendous	  respect	  for	  Larry”,	  says	  Andres	  “If	  I	  have	  to	  go	  to	  Larry	  
and	  say,	  ‘Hey	  Larry	  I	  think	  this,	  what	  do	  you	  think?’.	  There	  are	  many	  things	  in	  this	  world,	  
it	  is	  better	  to	  think	  that	  you	  know,	  than	  to	  really	  know.	  Do	  you	  understand?”	  
“No,	  not	  really”,	  I	  respond.	  	  
“Sometimes	   it	   is	  best	   to	   think	  you	  know	   than	   to	   tell	   somebody	   I	   know.	   Last	   time	  you	  
talked	  to	  me,	   ‘Why	  don’t	  you	  talk	  to	  Larry	  about	  opening	  an	  account	  at	  home	  depot?’	  
And	  I	  said	  to	  you	  ‘I	  don’t	  think	  I	  was	  even	  born	  when	  Larry	  started	  in	  this	  business’.	  So	  
you	  don’t	  think	  that	  Larry	  knows	  that	  you	  need	  about	  $45,000	  to	  renovate	  that	  building	  
[3030]	  properly?	  And	  you	  want	  to	  know	  why	  only	  $45,000?	  Because	  I’m	  doing	  the	  work	  
for	  only	  $1,000	  a	  month,	  ok?	  But	  if	  they	  have	  to	  hire	  a	  professional,	  the	  cost	  will	  go	  up	  
to	   $150,000!	   So	   what	   I’m	   telling	   is	   that	   Larry,	   called	   me	   last	   night	   and	   he	   said	   ‘We	  
should	   open	   an	   account	   at	   Home	   Depot’	   it	   came	   out	   of	   nowhere.	   He	   is	   a	   man	   that	  
knows	  about	  this	  building.	  When	  I	  throw	  the	  number	  $45,000,	  he	  says	  ‘You’re	  wrong’.	  
But	  he	  knows	  I’m	  right.	  You	  wanna	  know	  why?	  Because	  he	  knows	  about	  this	  stuff	  more	  
than	  I	  do.”	  	  
“I	  don’t	  understand	  the	  conversation”,	  I	  say.	  
“The	   conversation	   is	   that	   [according	   to	   you]	   I	   should	   tell	   Larry	   ‘You	   should	   give	   me	  
money…	  bla	  bla	  bla…’	   [But]	  he	  knows	  he	  should!	  Clem,	  you	  misunderstand	   the	  whole	  
thing.	   I	  was	  not	  complaining	  about	  you,	   I	  wasn’t	  complaining	  about	  Larry.	   I	   love	  Larry.	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What	   I’m	   saying	   to	   you,	   I	   don’t	   feel	   to	   run	   everything	   through	   Larry.	  When	   you	   said	  
‘Why	  don’t	  you	  talk	  to	  Larry	  about	  [an	  account	  at]	  Home	  Depot’,	   I	   just	  said	  ‘Don’t	  you	  
think	  Larry	  knows	  about	  Home	  Depot?’	  I’m	  sorry,	  I	  didn’t	  mean	  to	  upset	  you.	  Larry	  has	  
been	  doing	  selling	  buildings,	  fixing	  buildings	  [for	  years]	  so	  he	  knows	  we	  should	  set	  up	  an	  
account,	   I	   wasn’t	   talking	   about	   it	   and	   he	   said	   it.	   I	   don’t	   need	   to	   tell	   to	   Larry.	   Larry	  
knows.”	  
What	  Andres	   is	   telling	  me,	  which	   I	  do	  not	  understand	  at	   the	  time,	   is	   that	  he	  does	  not	  
want	  to	  ask	  Larry	  to	  set-­‐up	  an	  account.	  It	  would	  expose	  his	  doubts	  about	  the	  nature	  of	  
the	   relationship	   he	   has	   with	   Larry.	   Both	  men	   understand	   their	   relationship	   in	   similar	  
ways.	   It	   is	   at	   once	   hierarchical	   –	   Larry	   is	   perceived	   as	   the	   one	   who	   knows	   –	   and	  
benevolent	   –	   Larry	   is	   in	   charge	   of	   promoting	   the	   common	   good,	   the	   combined	  well-­‐
being	   of	   Andres	   and	   Larry.	   In	   exchange	   of	   poorly	   paid	   jobs	   and	   inadequate	   work	  
conditions,	  Larry	  “takes	  care”	  of	  Andres.	  	  
The	  advice	   I	  give	  to	  Andres	  and	  his	  vehement	  response	  shows	  that,	  at	   that	  time,	   I	  did	  
not	  pay	  attention	  to	  the	  peculiar	  nature	  of	  the	  relationship	  between	  the	  two	  men.	  
That	  Larry	  takes	  care	  of	  Andres	   is	  even	  better	   illustrated	   in	  a	  conversation	   I	  have	  with	  
him	  about	  the	  buy-­‐out	  money	  Andres	  will	  receive	  from	  the	  Harlem	  Deal	  (see	  chapter	  3).	  
Andres	  and	  I	  are	  in	  the	  subway,	  without	  Larry.	  Andres	  and	  I	  often	  joke	  that	  with	  the	  buy-­‐
out	  we	  will	  go	  with	  Nicholas	  to	  the	  Bahamas,	  and	  take	  pictures	  of	  us	  on	  the	  beach,	  me	  
dressed	  as	  a	  French	  guy,	  Andres	  in	  the	  attire	  of	  an	  Orthodox	  Jew	  and	  Nicholas	  in	  a	  black	  
immigrant	  worker	  with	  a	  hard	  hat.	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“Each	  time	  I	  see	  Larry”	  says	  Andres	  “he	  says,	  ‘we’re	  gonna	  make	  money	  together,	  you’re	  
gonna	  buy	  a	  house!	  You’re	  not	  gonna	  fuck	  this	  up.	  You’re	  not	  gonna	  go	  to	  the	  Bahamas,	  
you’re	  gonna	  buy	  a	  home	  and	  that’s	  it!’”	  
Andres	  laughs	  of	  contentment.	  He	  continues,	   	  
“One	  of	  the	  best	  things	  about	  being	  poor	  is	  that	  you	  don’t	  worry	  much	  about	  anything.	  
There’s	  really	  nothing	  to	  worry	  about.”	  
After	  a	  pause,	  he	  says,	  
“Larry	  said	  ‘I’m	  gonna	  be	  around	  for	  the	  rest	  of	  your	  life’”	  
But	  behind	  the	  protective	  shell	  provided	  by	  Larry,	  lies	  something	  darker	  for	  Andres.	  
	  “Oh	  that’s	  the	  wrong	  guy	  to	  have	  as	  your	  enemy.”	  
“Larry?”	  I	  ask	  surprised	  by	  the	  sudden	  shift	  in	  tone.	  
“Yeah”	  replies	  Andres,	  as	  if	  it	  was	  obvious.	  
Beyond	  the	  protective	  goodwill	  of	  Larry	  toward	  Andres,	  a	  core	  dimension	  of	  the	  relation	  
between	  the	  two	  men	  is	  the	  mysterious	  and	  greater	  knowledge	  and	  power	  that	  Andres	  
grants	  to	  Larry.	  It	  is	  a	  greater	  power	  and	  knowledge	  that	  can	  be	  used	  for	  protection	  or	  
for	  aggression.	  	  Larry	  is	  endowed	  with	  uncommon	  capacities	  that	  he	  can	  put	  to	  work	  for	  
Andres’	  benefit.	  Andres’	  relationship	  to	  Larry	  is	  marked	  by	  a	  form	  of	  magic	  and	  charisma	  
(Weber	  1973).	  	  
Larry	   talks	  about	  his	   relationship	  with	  Andres	   in	  more	  ordinary	   terms.	  He	  presents	  his	  
relationship	  with	  Andres	   as	   based	   on	   his	   goodwill	   to	   share	  with	  Andres	   his	   resources	  
against	   a	   fair	   and	   reasonable	   payment,	   almost	   a	   token,	   a	   symbolic	   gesture	   of	  
recognition	  of	  what	  Larry	  does	  for	  Andres.	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“I’m	  gonna	  get	  Andres	  a	  lot	  of	  jobs.	  Andres	  has	  good	  hands,	  he	  knows	  his	  stuff.	  He’s	  fair	  
[meaning	  his	  prices	  are	  below-­‐market].	  I’ll	  do	  that	  for	  Andres.	  I’ll	  find	  him	  everything	  he	  
needs.	  I’ll	  be	  his	  agent.	  I’ll	  take	  a	  small	  cut.	  Do	  you	  know	  how	  is	  it	  called?	  ‘Administrative	  
fee’.	  What	  do	  you	  think?”	  
“That’s	  good”,	  I	  reply.	  
“Nothing	  unethical	  about	  that.	  Because	  we’re	  still	  below	  market	  and	  he	  gives	  a	  better	  
job.	  He	  needs	  a	  good	  agent.”	  
Larry	  and	  Andres	  do	  not	  have	  a	  name	  for	  their	  relationship.	  Larry	  uses	  the	  word	  “agent”.	  
Larry	  gives	  Andres	  a	  continuous	  stream	  of	  jobs	  with	  the	  small	  landlords	  of	  the	  clique.	  In	  
exchange,	   they	   receive	  cheap	  and	  disposable	  workforce.	  However,	   Larry’s	   relationship	  
with	  Andres	  is	  not	  only	  about	  promoting	  Andres’	  “talent”	  as	  an	  “agent”	  would	  do.	  It	  is	  
also	   mentoring	   Andres	   in	   his	   whole	   life,	   indicating	   a	   path	   to	   Andres	   for	   its	   self-­‐
improvement	  –	  hence	  the	  seriousness	  with	  which	  Larry	  rebukes	  our	  “plan”	  to	  spend	  a	  
week	  in	  the	  Bahamas	  with	  the	  Harlem	  Deal’s	  money.	  Larry	  helps	  Andres	  to	  fashion	  plans	  
for	  the	  future.	  Larry	  also	  tries	  to	  find	  Andres	  a	  place	  to	  work	  and	  live	  which	   is	   located	  
close	  to	  his	  Orthodox	  Jewish	  community	  –	  so	  that	  on	  Shabbat	  he	  does	  not	  have	  to	  tell	  
other	  members	  of	  the	  community	  that	  he	  is	  going	  back	  home	  in	  Harlem	  on	  foot,	  which	  
is	  sometimes	  a	  lie.	  	  This	  is	  what	  I	  mean	  by	  saying	  Larry	  “takes	  care”	  of	  Andres.	  There	  is	  a	  
dimension	  of	  selflessness	  in	  Larry’s	  attitude	  that	  both	  men	  experience	  and	  feel	  	  
There	   is	   a	   second	   nuance	   in	   the	   relationship	   between	   the	   two	   men	   that	   the	   word	  
“agent”	  does	  not	  convey.	  Larry	  commands	  deference	  and	  respect	  from	  Andres.	  Andres	  
sees	   Larry	   as	   someone	  much	  more	  powerful	   and	   knowledgeable	   than	  he	   is.	   If	  Andres	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does	  not	   respect	   this	  hierarchy,	  Andres	  believes	   that	   Larry’s	   selflessness	   and	  goodwill	  
will	  transform	  into	  aggression,	  righteous	  furor	  –	  and	  he	  is	  right	  (see	  chapter	  8	  and	  Katz	  
1988:chapter	   1).	   Andres	   is	   attached	   to	   this	   power	   dynamic.	   He	   does	   not	  want	   to	   tell	  
Larry	  for	  an	  account	  at	  the	  local	  hardware	  store,	  not	  only	  because	  he	  is	  afraid	  of	  Larry’s	  
reaction,	  but	  also	  because	  Andres	  wants	  deeply	  to	  believe	  that	  Larry	  knows	  more,	  has	  
more	  experience	  and	  resources	  than	  himself.	  There	  is	  a	  clear	  hierarchy	  between	  the	  two	  
men,	  and	  this	  hierarchy	  is	  precisely	  what	  Andres	  is	  looking	  for.	  
Andres	   is	   the	  not	   first	   handyman	  and	  not	   the	   last	   one	   to	  have	   such	   relationship	  with	  
Larry	   and	   the	   clique.	   Steve	   used	   to	   have	   such	   relation	   (see	   chapter	   6)	   and	  Will,	   after	  
Andres,	  will	  have	  a	  similar	  tie	  with	  Larry	  (see	  chapter	  2).	  There	  is	  therefore	  a	  structure	  of	  
roles	  that	  is	  more	  durable	  than	  the	  people	  who	  fulfill	  these	  roles.	  	  
How,	  then,	  one	  could	  qualify	  in	  abstract	  such	  role	  structure?	  	  
The	  relationship	  between	  the	  two	  men	  closely	  resembles	  patron-­‐client	  ties	  described	  in	  
anthropology	  and	  political-­‐science	  (e.g.	  Auyero	  1999;	  Boissevain	  1966;	  Scott	  1972;	  Wolf	  
1966).	   Wolf	   famously	   defines,	   citing	   Pitt-­‐Rivers	   (1954),	   patron-­‐client	   relations	   as	  
“lopsided	  instrumental	  friendship”	  (1966:16).	  	  
“Friendship”,	   because	   such	   relationships	   are	   all-­‐encompassing.	   It	   means	   they	   involve	  
the	  whole	   life	   of	   individuals,	   especially	   on	   the	   client	   side.	   They	   are	   not	   segmental	   or	  
role-­‐bounded.	  Therefore,	  they	  have	  personal	  overtones	  and	  have	  a	  strong	  face-­‐to-­‐face	  
component	  (Scott	  1972:94-­‐95).	  Andres	  finds	  Larry	  fun,	  powerful.	  Larry	  gives	  a	  sense	  of	  
security	   to	   situation	  of	   poverty	   –	   “the	  best	   thing	   about	  being	   is	   that	   you	  don’t	  worry	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about	   anything”.	   Larry	   sees	   in	   Andres	   someone	   he	   can	   help,	   therefore	   someone	   that	  
reflects	  back	  his	  own	  power	  and	  position	  in	  life	  –	  “I’ll	  do	  that	  for	  Andres”.	  	  
“Instrumental”	   means	   there	   are	   different	   kinds	   of	   resources	   circulating	   in	   a	   patron-­‐
client	   relation.	   Larry	   provides	   jobs	   and	   mentoring	   to	   Andres,	   while	   Andres	   gives	   an	  
underpriced	  labor	  force	  and	  deference	  to	  Larry.	  This	  circulation	  is	  based	  on	  calculation	  
of	   each	   party’s	   interests,	   but	   the	   metric	   is	   economic	   only	   in	   part.	   Marks	   of	   respect,	  
feelings	  of	  power	  and	  sense	  of	  security	  give	  added	  value	  to	  the	  relationship,	  beyond	  its	  
purely	  economic	  functions	  of	  circulations	  of	  goods,	  services	  and	  money.	  Therefore	  the	  
rate	   of	   exchange	   between	   what	   each	   party	   gives	   and	   receives	   is	   partly	   shielded	   for	  
economic	   calculations.	   The	   vocabulary	   used	   by	   the	   party	   is	   one	   of	  mutual	   rights	   and	  
obligations,	   but	   it	   masks	   calculations	   that	   are	   happening	   on	   several	   heterogeneous	  
criteria	  at	  once.	  It	  explains	  why	  Andres	  provides	  such	  underpriced	  labor	  to	  Larry.	  As	  an	  
interest-­‐based	   relationship,	   a	   patron-­‐client	   tie	   is	   a	   voluntary	   association	   where	   each	  
party	   assesses	   constantly	   the	   “profitability”	   of	   the	   relation	   –	   but	   a	   profit	   that	   is	   not	  
purely	  understood	  in	  economic	  terms.	  
“Lopsided”,	  because	   it	   is	   a	   relation	  between	  unequal	   individuals	  who	  coordinate	   their	  
efforts	   for	   their	   common	   good.	   The	   anthropological	   literature	   has	   paid	   attention	   to	  
patronage	   networks	   to	   understand	   political	   alignments	   that	   are	   voluntary	   and	   the	  
product	   of	   strategic	   behavior,	   rather	   than	   class-­‐based	   or	   clan	   or	   kinship	   based	   (Barth	  
1965;	  Scott	  1972).	  	  Here	  patronage	  networks	  are	  uncovered	  in	  economic	  life	  rather	  than	  
political	  realm.	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However,	   local	   economic	   relationships	   in	   Larry’s	   world	   are	   not	   always	   modeled	   on	  
patronage	   ties,	   even	   if	   I	  will	   show	   that	  Andres	   is	   himself	   embedded	   in	   such	   ties	  with	  
other	   local	   economic	   actors.	   An	   example	   of	   non-­‐patronage	   tie	   is	   between	   Larry	   and	  
Mike,	  who	  works	  on	   the	  maintenance	  and	  operational	   side	  of	   the	  buildings	   that	  Larry	  
manages.	  
Mike	  owns	  a	  fuel	  company	  in	  the	  New	  York	  area	  called	  “Big	  Apple	  Fuel”.	  Larry	  has	  been	  
a	   client	   of	   Mike	   for	   several	   years.	   One	   day,	   during	   a	   fuel	   delivery	   in	   one	   of	   Larry’s	  
building,	  Mike’s	  employee	  makes	  a	  private	  offer	   to	  Larry.	  He	  could	  squeeze	  some	  fuel	  
from	  Big	  Apple	  and	  sell	  it	  directly	  to	  Larry	  at	  a	  discounted	  price.	  Larry	  refuses	  the	  offer,	  
but	  instead	  of	  letting	  the	  matter	  here,	  Larry	  calls	  Mike	  the	  same	  night.	  Larry	  asks	  Mike	  
“who	  is	  this	  clown?”	  Larry	  explains	  to	  Mike	  the	  scheme	  the	  deliveryman	  was	  playing	  on	  
him.	  Several	  days	  later,	  Larry	  receives	  a	  phone	  call	  from	  Mike’s	  employee,	  at	  night.	  Mike	  
ordered	  a	  beat-­‐up	  and	  he	  has	  been	  severely	  injured.	  The	  employee	  accuses	  Larry	  to	  be	  
responsible	  for	  the	  punishment.	  It	  was	  not	  necessary	  for	  Larry	  to	  say	  anything	  to	  Mike	  
and	  play	  such	  a	  vicious	  trick	  on	  him,	  says	  the	  employee.	  The	  only	  response	  of	  Larry	  to	  
the	  employee	  is	  that	  he	  brought	  the	  violence	  onto	  himself.	  One	  cannot	  play	  with	  Mike	  
like	   that.	   He	   is	   the	   only	   one	   responsible	   for	   what	   happened	   to	   him,	   not	   Larry.	   The	  
morning	   after	   the	   employee’s	   phone	   call,	   sitting	   on	   the	   bench	   outside	   the	   NY	   State	  
supreme	  in	  Brooklyn,	  I	  ask	  Larry	  why	  he	  did	  not	  accept	  the	  under-­‐the-­‐table	  deal.	  Mike	  is	  
a	  friend,	  Larry	  tells	  me,	  and	  “if	  I	  need	  10,000	  gallons	  of	  fuel,	  [Mike]	  can	  give	  them	  to	  me	  
and	  I’ll	  pay	  latter”.	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It	  is	  obvious,	  for	  Larry,	  that	  anyone	  with	  little	  understanding	  of	  “how	  the	  game	  works”,	  
would	  guess	  that	  he	  would	  value	  his	  business-­‐cum-­‐friendship	  relation	  with	  Mike	  above	  
the	  short-­‐term	  money	  he	  could	  get	   from	  the	  scheme	  and	   the	  physical	   integrity	  of	   the	  
employee.	  Larry	  can	  provide	  fuel	  to	  a	  building	  and	  pay	  several	  months	   later.	  Larry	  can	  
also	  ask	  Mike	  to	  send	  a	  licensed	  plumber	  in	  order	  to	  sign	  on	  the	  work	  that	  Andres	  and	  
Roberto	  do.	  When	  Larry	  says	  to	  the	  employee	  he	  brought	  the	  violence	  onto	  himself,	  he	  
sees	   Mike’s	   interpersonal	   violence	   as	   predictable	   and	   rational.	   He	   sees	   also	   his	   own	  
attitude	  with	  Mike	  as	  the	  only	  responsible	  one.	  Only	  a	  “clown”	  would	  not	  see	  it.	  Against	  
the	  accusation	  of	  the	  employee	  that	  Larry	  was	  responsible	  for	  his	  injuries,	  Larry	  asserts	  
he	   has	   the	  moral	   upper	   hand	   on	   the	   situation.	   Everything	   was	   foreseeable	   from	   the	  
moment	  the	  employee	  decided	  to	  steal	  from	  Mike.	  Larry	  cannot	  be	  held	  responsible.	  
There	  is	  a	  self-­‐serving	  dimension	  to	  Larry’s	  answer.	  However,	  it	  is	  not	  cheap	  talk.	  On	  the	  
contrary,	   it	   is	   most	   probable	   that	   Larry	   feels	   he	   has	   lost	   money	   denunciating	   the	  
employee	  to	  Mike.	  Indeed,	  it	  is	  standard	  for	  Larry	  to	  take	  a	  “cut”	  when	  he	  helps	  people	  
save	  money	  or	  when	  he	  brokers	  resources	  for	  someone	  else.	  He	  usually	  takes	  between	  a	  
10%	  to	  30%	  informal	  “administration”	  fee.	  Had	  he	  made	  the	  deal	  with	  Mike’s	  employee,	  
the	   landlord	   could	   have	   saved	   a	   few	   thousand	   dollars	   Larry	   could	   have	   asked	   up	   to	  
$1,000	  for	  himself.	  	  
Larry	  has	  sacrificed	  money,	  sacrificing	  the	  employee	  to	  Mike.	  	  
There	   is	   a	   ritualistic	   dimension	   to	   Larry’s	   gesture	   –	   a	   ritualistic	   dimension	   that	   the	  
vocabulary	   of	   sacrifice	   opposed	   to	   the	   vocabulary	   of	   the	   clown	   underlines.	   Larry’s	  
denunciation	   of	   the	   deliveryman	   is	   an	   emphatic	   demarcation	   of	   the	   clique	   and	   its	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boundary.	  The	  gesture	  is	  a	  coup-­‐double,	  it	  scores	  double:	  not	  only	  does	  Larry	  reinforce	  
his	  trust	  and	  economic	  cooperation	  with	  Mike,	  but	  it	  is	  also	  a	  celebration	  of	  the	  clique	  
as	   a	   whole,	   as	   a	   serious	   system	   with	   consequences,	   not	   a	   futile	   game	   but	   a	  
consequential	  one	  –	  hence	  the	  sanctimonious	  tone	  with	  which	  Larry	  explains	  why	   it	   is	  
only	   justice	   that	   the	   deliveryman,	   the	   “clown”	   who	   did	   not	   respect	   “the	   game”,	   got	  
beaten	  up.	  	  
GIVING	  BACK	  TO	  THE	  CLIQUE:	  THE	  COOPERATION	  OF	  LANDLORDS	  
The	  clique	  is	   internally	  organized	  through	  a	  series	  of	  unwritten	  mutual	  obligations	  and	  
voluntary	   commitments.	   Small	   landlords	   use	   the	   clique	   to	   limit	   their	   exposition	   to	  
transaction	  costs	  –	  i.e.	  the	  amount	  of	  opportunism	  they	  face	  in	  the	  market	  from	  other	  
economic	  actors.	  The	  clique	  also	  protects	  housing	   lawyers,	  handymen,	  and	  real	  estate	  
brokers,	  from	  small	  landlords’	  opportunism.	  	  
The	   duty	   of	   the	   small	   landlords	   toward	   the	   rest	   of	   the	   clique	   can	   be	   seen	   in	   the	  
following	   situation.	   Larry	   is	   on	   the	   phone	   with	   a	   real	   estate	   broker	   from	   Excellency	  
Realty	   (ER	  hereafter),	   named	  Ryan.	   ER	   is	   a	  network	  of	   real	   estate	  offices	  operating	   in	  
low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	   in	  New	  York	  City.	  Regularly,	   Larry	   receives	  phone	  
calls	   from	   ER	   realtors	   because	   he	   is	   a	   building	   manager	   and	   because	   he	   casually	  
advertises	  his	  buildings	  for	  sale.	  As	  such,	  he	  could	  mandate	  ER	  to	  find	  tenants	  or	  a	  buyer	  
for	  his	  buildings.	  The	  caller,	  however,	  often	  does	  not	  suspect	  that	  Larry	  cumulates	  the	  
function	  of	  building	  manager	  and	  real	  estate	  broker.	  The	  broker,	  having	  this	  new	  piece	  
of	   information	   about	   Larry’s	   role,	   would	   ask	   if	   Larry	   would	   agree	   to	   co-­‐broke,	   i.e.	   to	  
share	   the	   brokerage	   fee.	   Larry	   answers	   that	   yes	   he	   would	   agree,	   but	   not	   with	   ER.	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Indeed,	  Larry	  is	  in	  dispute	  with	  ER	  over	  a	  previous	  deal	  and	  a	  brokerage	  fee	  that	  he	  feels	  
has	  been	  stolen	  from	  him.	  ER	  is	  founded	  by	  someone	  called	  Johnny	  and	  partly	  managed	  
by	  Terry	  Richards.	  Larry	  claims	  that	  Terry	  has	  cheated	  him	  a	  commission	  from	  him.	  The	  
conversation	  usually	  ends	  with	  Larry	  saying	  that	  ER	  made	  a	  mistake	  cheating	  him	  –	  now,	  
none	  of	  “his”	  landlords	  would	  work	  with	  ER.	  The	  situation	  makes	  visible	  how	  the	  clique	  
helps	  Larry	  to	  fend	  off	  the	  competition	  from	  other	  brokers.	  
“If	  you	  go	  on	  James	  Street	  [in	  central	  Brooklyn,	  where	  Miss	  Jean’s	  building,	  called	  “320”,	  
is	   located],	  you	  will	   see	   this	  outfit	   that	   rent	  apartments	   [a	   real	  estate	  agency].	   I	  know	  
the	  guy.	  He	  goes	   to	   all	  my	  people	   in	   that	  neighborhood	   [Miss	   Jean,	  Clarence	  and	   the	  
Said	  brothers].	  	  Do	  you	  know	  what	  they	  all	  tell	  him?	  ‘Talk	  to	  Larry’.	  You	  could	  go	  to	  Miss	  
Jean,	   you	   know	   what	   she	   would	   tell	   you?	   ‘Talk	   to	   Larry’.	   	   I	   had	   a	   lot	   of	   perfidious	  
treacherous	   and	   lecherous	   [real	   estate	   brokers]	   going	   behind	   my	   back	   after	   the	  
information	  was	   inseminated	   [that	  320	  was	   for	   sale]	  only	   to	  have	   them	  come	  back	   to	  
me	  and	  then	  once	  I	  get	  disappointed	  you	  can’t	  bring	  it	  back.	  	  There	  is	  a	  woman	  named	  
Terry	  Richards.	  Do	  you	  know	  Terry	  Richards?	  You	  can	  tell	  her	  to	  eat	  shit,	  drop	  dead	  and	  
die.	   Because	   the	   tenant	   that	   are	   in	   [320]	   now	   they	  moving	   out.	   She	   is	   the	   one	   that	  
brought	  them.	  And	  I	  told	  her	  from	  day	  one	  I’m	  a	  broker.	  She	  made	  a	  sting,	  but	  I	  ain’t	  a	  
clown.	  Because	  of	  my	  caring	  of	  the	  owner	  of	  the	  property,	  Miss	  Jean.	  Now	  Terry	  has	  a	  
name	   like	   shit.	   She	   comes	   from	   Jamaica.	   She	   is	   a	   straightgay,	   you’ll	   tell	   her	   I	   said	   so.	  
Terry	  is	  Jamaican,	  and	  I	  used	  a	  proverbial	  patois	  to	  describe	  her.	  Fair	  enough?	  Excellency	  
Realty,	  I	  don’t	  work	  with.	  My	  people	  don’t	  even	  work	  with	  Excellency	  Realty.	  Ryan,	  you	  
can	  go	   the	  Department	  of	  State	   [to	   file	  a	  complaint	  against	  me]	  and	   I	  would	  be	  more	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than	  happy	   to	   come	   to	   a	   hearing.	   I	   can’t	  wait	   for	   a	   fool	   to	   take	  me	  up	   for	   charges.	   I	  
would	  not	  co-­‐broke	  [with	  Excellency	  Realty].	  I’ll	  tell	  what	  you	  do,	  you	  want	  to	  work	  for	  
me…?	  Ryan	  it’s	  your	  [bad]	  luck,	  I	  can	  pick	  and	  choose	  who	  I	  want	  [to	  work	  with].”	  
An	  hour	  later,	  Larry	  is	  on	  the	  phone	  with	  Miss	  Jean,	  one	  of	  the	  closest	  allies	  of	  Larry	  in	  
the	   clique	   and	   a	   small	   property	   owner.	   (Miss	   Jean	   owns	   two	   buildings	   in	   gentrifying	  
areas	  of	  central	  Brooklyn,	  included	  “320”	  on	  James	  Street	  and	  an	  adjacent	  parking	  lot).	  
“I	  got	  a	  call	  from	  a	  guy	  named	  Ryan.	  [Larry	  gives	  Miss	  Jean	  Ryan’s	  phone	  number].	  He	  
tells	  me	  he’s	   a	  broker,	  would	   I	   co-­‐broke?	  He	   claims	  –	   look	  at	   the	  mentality	  where	  he	  
comes	  from	  [i.e.	  the	  mentality	  of	  E.R.]	  –	  he	  tells	  me,	  he	  was	  walking	  on	  the	  street	  and	  
that	   the	   tenant	  on	   the	   top	   floor	  of	   the	  building	   [320,	   James	  Street],	  he	   couldn’t	  even	  
remember	  her	  name,	  gave	  him	  my	  name	  and	  number.	  Because	  he	  was	  trying	  to	  contact	  
Miss	  Jean,	  but	  couldn’t	  get	  hold	  on	  Miss	  Jean,	  that’s	  why	  he	  calls	  me.	  So	  I	  say	  ‘Who	  are	  
you	  with?’	  He	  tells	  he’s	  with	  Excellency	  Realty.	  You	  see	  the	  mentality?	  ER	  teaches	  to	  go	  
behind	  everybody’s	  back,	   they	  go	  around.	   I	  said	  to	  him,	   ‘Tell	  Terry	  Richards	   I	  wish	  her	  
the	  best’	  he	  was	  like	  ‘Oh,	  bla,	  bla	  …	  how	  you	  call	  her?	  ...’	  I	  said	  ‘Listen	  to	  me,	  I	  wish	  you	  
the	  best,	  [but]	  it	  is	  my	  prerogative	  not	  to	  deal	  with	  you	  and	  you	  can	  call	  all	  my	  people	  
[my	   landlords	   of	   the	   clique],	   they	   will	   tell	   you	   the	   same:	   ‘Talk	   to	   Larry!’	   It	   is	   my	  
prerogative	  not	  to	  deal	  with	  you	  and	  if	  you	  want	  to	  talk	  to	  Johnny,	  the	  guy	  who	  started	  
Excellency	   Realty,	   you	   have	   the	   prerogative	   to	   take	   me	   up	   on	   charges	   to	   the	  
Department	  of	  State’.	  I	  hung	  up	  on	  the	  son	  of	  bitch.	  I	  wouldn’t	  deal	  with	  ER,	  there	  is	  no	  
reason	  for	  me.	  But	  you	  see	  the	  mentality	  [of	  Excellency	  Realty]?	  I	  told	  Terry	  Richards,	  as	  
I’m	   telling	   that	   kid	   [Ryan],	   ‘I’m	   the	   broker’.	   She	   [Terry]	   got	   away	   with	   [stealing	   my	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commission].	   Only	   a	   few	   people	   can	   get	   away	   with	   it.	   And	   my	   landlords	   are	   more	  
precious	  to	  me	  than	  the	  commission	  she	  was	  able	  to	  wiggle	  out	  of	  me.	  To	  me,	  it	  is	  more	  
precious	   to	  make	  an	  example	  out	  of	   a	   fool	   and	  a	  gino,	   than	   anything	  else.	  Don’t	   you	  
agree?	  Now	  ER	  is	  nothing	  but	  spit,	  the	  name	  is	  trash.”	  	  
“Talk	   to	   Larry!”	   Larry	   leverages	  his	  personal	   relation	  with	   small	   landlords	   to	  eliminate	  
the	  competition	  from	  other	  brokers.	  The	  clique	  provides	  a	  similar	  protection	  to	  Erin	  and	  
Marie.	  Indeed,	  Larry	  does	  not	  work	  closely	  with	  small	  landlords	  who	  prefer	  to	  work	  with	  
their	  own	  lawyer	  instead	  of	  Erin	  or	  Marie	  (see	  chapter	  5,	  “Chris	  and	  his	  father”).	  	  
Beyond	   the	   ordinary	   protection	   from	   competition,	   the	   main	   element	   of	   the	   moral	  
contract	  between	  the	  small	  landlords	  of	  the	  clique	  and	  the	  non-­‐landlord	  members	  is	  the	  
never-­‐explicit	  promise	  of	  selling	  a	  building	  in	  the	  next	  few	  years,	  and	  appointing	  Larry,	  
Erin	  or	  Marie	  to	  do	  the	  transaction,	  and	  whomever	  else	  from	  the	  clique	  may	  be	  needed	  
(e.g.	  for	  the	  sale	  of	  3030,	  Larry	  implicates	  Andres,	  see	  below	  and	  chapter	  5).	  This	  is	  what	  
happens	  with	  Martha	   Baker,	  Miss	   Jean,	   and	   Sir	   Kevin	   during	  my	   fieldwork.	   Larry	   sold	  
Martha’s	  building	   for	  $3.2	  million,	  Sir	  Kevin’s	   for	  $1.2million,	  and	  he	  was	  delaying	   the	  
sale	  of	  Miss	  Jean’s	  until	  he	  can	  get	  $2.5	  million	  (Larry	  initially	  asked	  for	  less	  and	  seeing	  
he	   could	   get	   easily	  more,	   he	   has	   delayed	   the	   sale).	   These	   sales	   happen	   in	   2012,	   four	  
years	  after	  the	  housing	  crisis	  of	  2008.	  In	  the	  first	  three	  years	  of	  the	  crisis,	  Larry	  did	  not	  
make	  any	  sale.	  
When	   a	   building	   is	   sold,	   it	   irrigates	   the	   internal	   economic	   circuits	   of	   the	   clique,	   years	  
after	   the	   clique	   has	   devoted	   its	   resources	   and	   cooperation	   to	   the	   small,	   cash	   poor,	  
landlords.	   Larry	   actively	   lobbies	   the	   sale.	   He	   has	   become,	   throughout	   the	   years,	   an	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informal	   yet	   trusted	   advisor	   to	   the	   landlord.	   The	   unique	   position	   of	   Larry	   as	   a	   daily	  
manager	  of	  the	  building	  for	  years	  makes	  it	  easier	  for	  him	  not	  only	  to	  nudge	  the	  present	  
owner,	   but	   also	   to	   pinpoint	   to	   potential	   buyers	   how	   the	   value	  of	   the	  building	   can	  be	  
increased	  (see	  chapter	  7).	  	  
The	  clique’s	   strategy	  of	   cooperation	  assumes	  a	   long	   time	  period	  between	   the	  clique’s	  
commitment	   of	   resources	   to	   the	   small	   landlord	   and	   the	   landlord’s	   decision	   to	   sell	   a	  
building.	  It	  opens	  up	  possibilities	  for	  landlords	  of	  last	  minute	  opportunism	  after	  years	  of	  
intense	  cooperation	  with	  the	  clique.	  The	  landlord	  may	  decide	  suddenly	  not	  to	  abide	  to	  
her	   part	   of	   the	  moral	   contract	  with	   the	   clique	   –	   this	   is	   what	   happened	  with	   the	   Kay	  
family	  and	  their	  building	  3030	  that	  Larry	  has	  tried	  to	  sell	  for	  $2.5	  million	  for	  most	  of	  my	  
fieldwork	  with	   Larry	   (see	   chapter	  7	   for	  a	  detailed	  analysis	  of	  how	  Larry	   sells	  buildings	  
and	  especially	  3030).	  	  
Larry	   needs,	   therefore,	   to	   find	   a	   way	   to	   protect	   himself	   and	   the	   clique	   against	   such	  
opportunism.	  One	  of	  the	  strategies	  is	  to	  assess	  the	  willingness	  of	  the	  landlord	  to	  embed	  
themselves	   in	   daily	   tiny	   acts	   of	   reciprocal	   services,	   which	   Larry	   considers	   a	   good	  
reflection	  of	   the	   landlord’s	  adhesion	  to	  the	  clique’s	  moral	  contract.	  For	   instance,	  does	  
the	   landlord	  pays	  on	  time	  the	   legal	  bills	   that	  are	  presented	  to	  him?	  Does	  the	   landlord	  
reciprocate	   lunches	   that	   Larry	   buys?	   Does	   the	   landlord	   pay	   proper	   respect	   to	   Larry’s	  
“expertise”	   of	   the	   housing	  market?	   Does	   the	   landlord	  make	   the	  minimum	   of	   repairs	  
needed	   for	   the	  building	   to	   keep	   running,	   even	  when	   it	  means	   to	   spend	  unexpectedly	  
$1,000?	  Mr.	  Lee,	  Nelson	  and	  his	  mother,	  Susana	  Jackson	  are	  peripheral	  members	  of	  the	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clique.	  They	  do	  not	  display	  yet	  the	  kind	  of	  behavior	  that	  indicates	  a	  suitable	  “character”	  
for	  the	  clique.	  	  
A	   second	   strategy	   that	   Larry	   uses	   is	   to	   observe	   other	   indicators,	   such	   as	   the	   kind	   of	  
pressure	  a	  landlord	  faces.	  If	  a	  landlord	  has	  little	  financial	  constraint	  because	  her	  building	  
is	  “free”	  of	  mortgage	  and	  if	  a	  landlord	  has	  no	  close	  plan	  or	  desire	  to	  move	  out	  from	  New	  
York	   City	   (for	   instance	   moving	   back	   to	   Dominican	   Republic,	   or	   Jamaica,	   or	   “down	  
South”),	  it	  is	  probable	  that	  the	  landlord	  will	  involve	  herself	  in	  endless	  unproductive	  talks	  
and	  meetings,	  and	  never	  really	  put	  the	  building	  on	  the	  market.	  When	  Larry	  feels	  this	  is	  
the	  case,	  he	  tells	  me	  “What	  do	  you	  think?	  We’re	  just	  jerking	  off,	  am	  I	  correct?”	  
Larry	  employs	  a	   third	   technique	  with	  opportunist	   landlords.	   It	  will	  be	  detailed	  next,	   in	  
“the	  clique	  as	  predatory	  machine”	  and	   illustrated	   in	   the	  dispute	  over	   the	  Kay	   family’s	  
building,	  called	  “3030”.	  It	  consists	  for	  Larry	  in	  leveraging	  the	  intimate	  knowledge	  of	  the	  
building	   and	   its	   financial	   health	   and	   to	   inflict	   a	   negative	   financial	   sanction	   on	   the	  
landlord.	  	  
The	  clique	  works	  on	  a	  series	  of	  moral	  contracts	  that	  transforms	  the	  nature	  of	  rights	  and	  
obligations	   among	  economic	   roles	  of	   the	  housing	  market.	   These	  moral	   contracts	   save	  
the	  members	  of	   the	   clique	  what	   I	   called	   “routines	   transaction	   costs”.	   These	   contracts	  
are	   of	   a	   different	   nature.	   They	   can	  be	   strongly	   hierarchical,	   as	   it	   is	   the	   case	   between	  
Larry	  and	  handymen	  –	  they	  look	  like,	  then,	  patronage	  networks.	  They	  can	  also	  be	  more	  
equalitarian.	  In	  this	  case	  they	  implicate	  rights	  and	  obligation	  across	  long	  period	  of	  time.	  
Daily	   interactions	   within	   the	   cliques	   are	   then	   marked	   by	   the	   constant	   probing	   and	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assessment	   of	   the	   moral	   character	   and	   integrity	   of	   the	   person	   in	   long-­‐term	   debts	   –	  
usually	  the	  landlord.	  	  
The	   clique,	   however,	   is	   not	   as	   effective	   in	   saving	   and	   generating	   money	   as	   the	  
theoretically	   informed	   model	   presented	   above	   suggests.	   When	   I	   left	   the	   field	   in	   fall	  
2012,	  Larry	  was	  still	  in	  the	  process	  of	  converting	  some	  small	  landlords	  of	  the	  clique	  into	  
actual	  sellers	  of	  their	  buildings	  –	  Clarence	  (see	  chapter	  4),	  and	  Dr.	  Dwayne	  (see	  chapter	  
4).	   Some	  of	   the	   landlords	   of	   the	   clique	   died	   before	   they	   could	   fulfill	   their	   obligations	  
toward	   the	   clique,	   such	   as	   Ron	   (see	   below)	   or	   Luis.	   Other	   landlords	   are	   still	   in	   the	  
process	  of	  being	  fully	  integrated	  into	  the	  clique.	  It	  is	  the	  case	  with	  Susanna	  Jackson	  and	  
her	  husband	  (see	  chapter	  6),	  with	  the	  Said	  brothers	  (chapter	  2),	  with	  Giovanna	  and	  her	  
mother.	  Finally,	  some	  landlords	  leave	  the	  clique	  before	  they	  can	  initiate	  a	  sale.	  It	  is	  the	  
case	  with	  Nelson	  and	  his	  mother	  (see	  chapter	  7),	  with	  the	  Kay	  family	  and	  their	  building	  
3030	  (see	  chapter	  57,	  with	  Joe	  and	  his	  diner	  called	  Jimmy’s	  (see	  chapter	  8)	  and	  with	  Mr.	  
Charles	  and	  his	  decrepit	  building	  in	  central	  Harlem	  (chapter2).	  	  
The	   conversion	   rate	   of	   small	   landlords	   laying	   outside	   the	   clique,	   into	   small	   landlords	  
who	   are	   full	   members	   of	   the	   clique,	   and	   into	   small	   landlords	   who	   sell	   one	   of	   their	  
buildings	  is	  quite	  low	  (even	  if	  no	  simple	  comparison	  is	  available	  to	  assess	  how	  low).	  The	  
clique’s	   attractiveness	   to	   outsiders	   and	   the	   moral	   contract	   that	   binds	   together	   its	  
various	  components	  is	  less	  clear	  and	  functional	  than	  assumed	  by	  the	  analytical	  approach	  
developed	  here.	  If	  the	  “theoretical	  model”	  of	  the	  clique	  gives	  a	  slightly	  idealized	  image	  
of	  the	  clique	  –	  idealization	  that	  is	  skewed	  toward	  more	  efficacy	  than	  there	  really	  is	  –	  it	  is	  
a	   good	   approximation	   of	   how	   the	  members	   of	   the	   clique	   see	   themselves.	   The	  model	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surprisingly	  approaches	   the	  people’s	  viewpoint,	  not	  what	  Bourdieu	  calls	   the	  scholastic	  
viewpoint	  (Bourdieu	  2000:	  chapter	  1).	  	  
Here	  comes	  to	  light	  the	  most	  fundamental	  characteristics	  of	  the	  clique.	  The	  clique	  gives	  
an	  exaggerated	  sense	  of	  control	  and	  self-­‐efficacy	  to	  its	  members.	  Andres	  believes	  in	  the	  
great	  and	  mysterious	  power,	  knowledge	  and	  benevolence	  of	  Larry.	  Larry	  ceremoniously	  
sacrifices	  Mike’s	  deliveryman	  for	  celebrating	  the	  strength	  and	  seriousness	  of	  the	  clique.	  	  
But,	   the	   objective	   supports	   for	   the	   belief	   in	   the	   clique’s	   efficacy	   are	   shakier	   than	   the	  
members	  of	  the	  clique	  assume	  and	  want	  to	  acknowledge.	  
THE	  CLIQUE’S	  SECOND	  PUBLIC	  GOOD:	  TRUST	  IN	  SITUATIONS	  OF	  ETHNO-­‐RACIAL	  HETEROGENEITY	  
The	   clique	   provides	   trust	   among	   several	   roles	   of	   the	   housing	  market.	   Here,	   trust	   is	   a	  
collective	  resource.	   It	   is	  does	  not	  belong	  to	  anyone	  from	  the	  clique.	   It	   is	  a	  group-­‐level	  
variable.	   The	   clique	   has	   a	   second	   collective	   resource	   linked	   to	   trust	   across	   economic	  
roles	  –	  trust	  across	  ethno-­‐racial	  boundaries.	  	  
The	   housing	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   is	  made	  of	   a	  myriad	   of	   ordinary	   conflicts	  
that	  need	  to	  be	  contained	  so	  that	  they	  do	  not	   impede	  the	  circulation	  of	  money	   in	  the	  
long-­‐run.	   The	   housing	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods	   pit	   people	   of	   a	  
variety	  of	  racial,	  ethnic	  and	  immigrant	  background	  and	  identity.	  Therefore	  conflicts	  may	  
have	   a	   tendency	   to	   polarize	   and	   ossify	   around	   opposite	   identities,	   such	   as	   African-­‐
Americans	   against	  West	   Indians,	   citizens	   against	   immigrants,	   whites	   against	   blacks	   or	  
Hispanics,	  Jews	  against	  blacks	  (see	  Lee	  2002	  for	  a	  similar	  phenomenon	  in	  retail	  stores	  of	  
low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods;	   and	   Tilly	   1998	   for	   a	   theoretically	   informed	  
exposition	  of	  the	  phenomenon	  through	  which	  economic	  inequalities	  align	  on	  a	  series	  of	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dualisms,	   such	   as	   race,	   gender…).	   When	   such	   conflicts	   ossify,	   they	   become	   durable,	  
personal,	  and	  the	  minimal	  amount	  of	  communication	  to	  solve	  the	  issue	  is	  impossible	  to	  
achieve.	   It	   is	   the	   recipe	   for	   transforming	   a	   tenant	   into	   a	   professional	   tenant,	   or	   a	  
negotiation	   for	   a	   buy-­‐out	   into	   an	   unending	   back-­‐and-­‐forth	   between	   unmovable	  
positions.	  The	  mutation	  of	  disputes	  into	  identity-­‐based	  conflicts	  is	  to	  be	  avoided	  –	  and	  
belonging	  to	  the	  clique	  helps	  achieving	  that.	  	  
Larry	  is	  called	  to	  meet	  Moshe	  Weiser,	  a	  preeminent	  real	  estate	  developer	  in	  one	  of	  the	  
Jewish	  Orthodox	  communities	  of	  Brooklyn.	   Larry	  has	  been	  courting	  Moshe	  Weiser	   for	  
several	  years	  now.	  Moshe	  has	  hired	  in	  the	  past	  Erin	  for	   insurance	  disputes	  and	  he	  has	  
kept	   a	   good	   contact	   with	   her.	   Erin	   introduced	   Larry	   to	   Moshe.	   During	   my	   years	   of	  
fieldwork	   (2009-­‐2012),	   Jewish	   Orthodox	   investors,	   however	   heterogeneous	   they	   are,	  
are	  widely	   recognized	  as	   the	   largest	  buyers	  of	   real	  estate	   in	  central	  Brooklyn.	  Trustful	  
connections	  with	   Orthodox	   investors	   are,	   therefore,	   actively	   looked	   for.	   Ricky	   Horros	  
and	   Dolores	   Erra,	   two	   real	   estate	   brokers,	   are	   cherished	   by	   Larry	   because	   of	   their	  
relationships	  with	  such	  investors.	  
The	   meeting	   with	   Moshe	   Weiser	   is	   a	   series	   of	   tests	   for	   Larry.	   Moshe	   is	   a	   tall	   and	  
impressive	  man,	  dressed	  in	  a	  strict	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  attire.	  He	  exposes	  to	  Larry	  a	  scheme	  
he	  has	  been	  victim	  of	  (an	  unscrupulous	  Chinese	  broker	  has	  stolen	  a	  sizeable	  brokerage	  
commission	  from	  Moshe).	  Larry	  comes	  up	  with	  several	  avenues	  for	  action	  and	  Moshe’s	  
assistant	  dutifully	  notes	  what	  Larry	  says.	  At	  the	  end	  of	  this	  first	  discussion,	  Moshe	  puts	  
Larry	  on	   the	  case,	   saying	   to	  his	  assistant	  “You	  see	  how	  he	  handles	   the	  problem,	   I	   like	  
that”.	   Larry	  will	  work	  on	   it	   for	   free,	  as	  usual,	   for	  a	   few	  days,	  until	  discovering	   there	   is	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nothing	  to	  be	  done;	  too	  many	  years	  have	  passed.	  Then	  Moshe	  shows	  Larry	  a	  brochure	  
of	  a	  big	  office	  building	  in	  a	  Midwestern	  city.	  It	  is	  for	  sale	  for	  less	  than	  $10	  million.	  Moshe	  
asks	   Larry	   if	   Leonard	   Wadman,	   a.k.a.	   Lee	   or	   “the	   old	   man”,	   would	   be	   interested	   in	  
buying	  it.	  Larry	  and	  Moshe	  would	  be	  co-­‐brokers	  on	  the	  deal.	  Larry	  looks	  intensely	  at	  the	  
pictures	   of	   the	   building,	   skim	   over	   a	   few	   tables	   and	   suddenly	   says,	   “I	   know	   this	  
building!”	  Moshe	   laughs.	  And	  with	  a	  powerful	  voice	  he	  says	   that	  yes,	   the	  building	  has	  
been	  around	  for	  a	  while.	  It	  is	  impossible	  to	  sell	  it!	  (The	  rent	  roll	  is	  “soft”,	  meaning	  some	  
rental	  spaces	  are	  vacant,	  while	  a	  few	  of	  the	  major	  renters	  constantly	  threat	  to	  leave	  the	  
building).	  Larry	  explains,	   in	  addition,	  that	  the	  old	  man	  does	  not	  put	  so	  much	  money	  in	  
one	  building.	  He	  buys	  and	  rents	  to	  dollar	  stores	   in	  shopping	  centers	  and	  malls.	  Finally,	  
Moshe	   introduces	   Benjamin	   Deutsch,	   a	   man	   and	   also	   an	   Orthodox	   from	   the	   same	  
community	  as	  Moshe.	  Since	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  meeting	  Benjamin	  has	  remained	  silent.	  
Benjamin	  explains	  he	  owns	  a	  building	  at	  the	  border	  of	  the	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  quarter.	  The	  
building	  is	  empty,	  except	  for	  one	  tenant,	  from	  Dominican	  Republic,	  who	  lives	  in	  a	  rent-­‐
controlled	   apartment	   with	   her	   son.	   Benjamin	   would	   like	   to	   empty	   the	   building,	   to	  
renovate	   it	   and	   to	   rent	   it	   to	   orthodox	   families,	   but	   he	   has	   been	   unable	   to	   evict	   the	  
tenant.	  Both	  Moshe	  and	  Benjamin	  describe	  the	  tensions	  between	  the	  two	  communities,	  
and	  the	  open	  discrimination	  of	  Hispanics	  by	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  landlords	  (Moshe	  laughs	  at	  
Hispanic	  tenants	  who	  come	  to	  his	  office	  for	  apartments	  in	  his	  neighborhood).	  Larry	  says	  
to	  Benjamin	  that	  his	  plan	  is	  the	  following:	  because	  of	  the	  way	  Larry	  looks	  (Larry	  bears	  no	  
mark	   of	   religious	   belonging)	   and	  because	   of	   the	  way	  Benjamin	   looks,	   it	   is	   better	   that	  
Benjamin	  steps	  into	  the	  background	  and	  let	  Larry	  do	  the	  negotiations	  for	  a	  reasonable	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buy-­‐out.	   Benjamin	   does	   not	   collect	   rent	   anymore	   because	   he	   cannot	   stand	   to	   be	   in	  
presence	   of	   the	   tenant.	   In	   addition	   he	   says	   he	   does	   not	   want	   to	   spend	   more	   than	  
$10,000	  on	  the	  buy-­‐out.	  Larry	  is	  skeptic	  it	  can	  be	  done,	  but	  he	  will	  try.	  Larry’s	  presence	  
will	  elicit	   less	  identity-­‐based	  tensions,	  less	  “emotions”.	  Everybody	  agrees.	  A	  few	  weeks	  
after,	   Larry	   starts	   collecting	   rent	   on	   behalf	   of	   Benjamin,	   developing	   friendly	   relations	  
with	  the	  tenant	  and	  negotiating	  a	  buy-­‐out.	  	  
Being	  Jewish,	  being	  recommended	  by	  Erin	  and	  having	  passed	  some	  tests,	  Larry	  is	  close	  
enough	   from	  Moshe	  and	  Benjamin	   to	  negotiate	  on	   their	  behalf	  with	   the	   tenant.	  He	   is	  
however	   distant	   enough	   from	   them	   that	   the	   can	   negotiate	   with	   the	   tenant	   on	   a	  
different	  footing.	  Larry	  hopes	  to	  tie	  Benjamin	  and	  Moshe	  to	  the	  clique,	  by	  displaying	  his	  
proximity	  and	  difference	  with	  the	  two	  men.	  
On	  a	  greater	  scale,	  during	  my	  fieldwork	  years	  (2009-­‐2012),	  buyers	  of	  buildings	  in	  central	  
Brooklyn	  are	  often	   Jewish	  Orthodox	   investors,	  while	  historic	   landlords	  are	  often	  West	  
Indians	   who	   arrived	   in	   New	   York	   in	   the	   1960s	   and	   1970s,	   during	   the	   white	   flight	  
(Rosenbaum	   and	   Friedman	   2006).	   For	   the	   historic	   landlords	   to	   cash	   on	   their	  
investments,	   they	  need	   to	  overcome	  the	   risk	   for	  economic	  disputes	   to	  escalate	   into	  a	  
racial	  and	  religious	  conflict—a	  risk	  rooted,	  among	  other	  things,	  in	  the	  racial	  riots	  of	  1991	  
in	   Crown	   Heights,	   a	   Brooklyn	   neighborhood,	   between	   Lubavitchers	   and	   blacks	   (see	  
Goldschmidt	  2006;	  Shapiro	  2006).	  Therefore,	  the	  local	  housing	  market	  requires	  that	  real	  
estate	  brokers	  are	  also	  “cultural	  brokers”	  of	  a	  certain	  type	  (Wolf	  1956).	  Usually,	  cultural	  
brokers	   are	   defined	   in	   the	   political	   science	   and	   anthropology	   literature	   as	   individuals	  
mediating	   the	   relationship	   between	   marginalized	   or	   dominated	   populations	   and	   the	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political	  power	   (see	  Gay	  1996,	   Stovel	   and	  Shaw	  2012).	  But,	  here	   cultural	  brokerage	   is	  
simply	  the	  function	  of	  maintaining	  communication	  between	  two	  parties	  to	  a	  significant	  
real	  estate	  deal,	  while	  different	  ethno-­‐racial-­‐religious	  identities,	  more	  or	  less	  salient	  or	  
dormant,	  may	  tear	  apart	  individuals,	  making	  the	  transaction	  impossible.	  	  
Caleb,	  white	  Jewish,	  is	  a	  criminal	  lawyer	  who	  has	  close	  ties	  with	  the	  mafia	  in	  Brooklyn.	  
Larry	  wants	  to	  integrate	  him	  into	  the	  clique,	  because	  both	  men	  would	  like	  to	  move	  into	  
the	  business	  of	  handling	  real	  estate	  properties	  on	  behalf	  of	  the	  local	  organized	  crime.	  
Caleb	  brought	  to	  Larry	  one	  of	  his	  clients	  (unrelated	  to	  the	  mafia),	  a	  widow,	  black,	  who	  
co-­‐owns	   with	   her	   brother-­‐in-­‐law	   six	   buildings	   in	   central	   Brooklyn,	   including	   “the	  
Temple”.	  The	  Temple	  is	  an	  imposing	  three-­‐story	  building	  with	  only	  one	  housing	  unit.	  It	  
has	  10	  to	  15	  rooms	  in	  total,	  according	  to	  Larry.	  (When	  I	  visited	  the	  Temple	  with	  Larry,	  I	  
did	  not	  count	  the	  number	  of	  rooms	  but	  the	  approximation	  seems	  right).	  “Temple”	  has	  
become	  a	  nickname	  for	  the	  whole	  deal.	  	  
The	  sale	  of	  the	  Temple	  is	  contentious.	  It	  is	  a	  court-­‐ordered	  sale.	  It	  means	  that	  one	  of	  the	  
co-­‐owner	  did	  not	  want	  to	  sell	  and	  is	  now	  forced	  to	  do	  so	  by	  the	  judge.	  The	  story	  behind	  
the	   Temple,	   is	   one	   of	   two	   black	   brothers	   from	  Brooklyn	  who	   have	   run	   for	   decades	   a	  
small	   business	   on	   the	   ground	   floor	   of	   five	   of	   the	   six	   buildings	   they	   own,	   while	   the	  
families	   live	   in	   apartments	   above	   and	   the	   rest	   is	   rented	   to	   tenants	   and	   other	   small	  
commercial	  venture	  (a	  bodega).	  But	  four	  years	  ago,	  one	  of	  the	  brothers	  died	  in	  a	  tragic	  
manner	  in	  “the	  Temple”,	  leaving	  his	  widow	  with	  the	  property	  of	  half	  of	  the	  business	  and	  
half	   of	   the	   six	   buildings.	   Since	   the	   death,	   the	   business	   has	   been	   run	   solely	   by	   the	  
brother-­‐in-­‐law.	   He	   reverses	   money	   to	   the	   widow,	   but	   it	   is	   less	   than	   her	   fair	   share	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according	   to	   Larry	   and	   Caleb.	   Without	   the	   supervision	   of	   his	   deceased	   brother,	   the	  
brother-­‐in-­‐law	   “takes	   money	   from	   the	   cash	   register”	   says	   Larry.	   A	   year	   after	   her	  
husband	  passed	  away,	   the	  window	  asked	  her	  brother-­‐in-­‐law	   to	   sell	   the	  assets	   she	  co-­‐
owns	  with	  him.	  He	   refused	  doing,	  having	  more	   interest	   in	   the	   status	  quo.	   The	  widow	  
started	   court	   case	   against	   her	   brother-­‐in-­‐law,	   took	   Caleb	   as	   a	   lawyer	   and	   won	   after	  
three	  years	  of	  legal	  battle.	  But	  the	  two	  parties	  were	  not	  in	  speaking	  terms.	  The	  brother-­‐
in-­‐law	  had	  interest	  in	  preventing	  any	  sale	  from	  happening.	  This	  is	  when	  Caleb	  calls	  Larry	  
to	  find	  buyer	  and	  to	  handle	  the	  situation18.	  	  
After	  Caleb	  phone	  call,	  Larry	  contacts	  the	  P.E.B.	  group.	  The	  P.E.B.	  group	  is	  a	  real	  estate	  
brokerage	   firm	   founded	  by	  Mickey	  and	  Louie,	  with	   three	  employees.	  Their	  office	   is	   in	  
Times-­‐Square.	  Larry	  has	  lunch	  there	  every	  day,	  even	  if	  he	  does	  not	  work	  there	  officially.	  
Larry	   and	   the	   P.E.B.	   team	   up	   on	   delicate	   deals.	   To	   sell	   the	   Temple,	   Larry	   needs	   the	  
cooperation	  of	  the	  brother-­‐in-­‐law.	  But	  being	  associated	  with	  Caleb	  and	  the	  widow	  and	  
being	   white	   and	   Jewish,	   he	   is	   not	   able	   to	   get	   it.	   The	   brother-­‐in-­‐law	   is	  making	   things	  
difficult	  with	   Larry.	   Louie	   from	   the	   P.E.B.	   group,	   by	   contrast,	   is	   black.	   He	   is	   born	   and	  
raised	   in	  central	  Brooklyn.	  He	   is	   college	  educated	  and	  a	   successful	  businessman	   in	  his	  
40s.	  Because	  of	  this	  structural	  proximity	  with	  the	  brother-­‐in-­‐law,	  Louie	  is	  able	  to	  create	  
a	   trusting	  relation	  with	  him.	  Larry	  and	  the	  P.E.B	  are	   finally	  able	   to	  organize	  visits	  with	  
Jewish	  Orthodox	  buyers,	  the	  primary	  buyers	  in	  the	  area.	  
However,	  after	  a	  few	  months	  of	  this	  strategy	  the	  buildings	  are	  not	  sold.	  The	  widow	  have	  
received	  offered,	  but	  they	  are	  not	  high	  enough.	  Larry	  has	  Caleb	  on	  the	  phone.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18	  The	  details	  of	  the	  case	  have	  been	  changed	  slightly	  more	  than	  usual	  in	  order	  to	  preserve	  confidentiality.	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“[Caleb],	  your	  silence	  speaks	  volume.	  2.8	  [million	  dollars]	  that’s	  what	  you’re	  looking	  at,	  
worst	  case.	  I’m	  sorry	  to	  disappoint	  you.	  In	  my	  opinion,	  if	  we	  market	  it	  properly,	  can	  we	  
raise	  [the	  price]?	  Of	  course!	  We	  market	  Douglass	  Elliman,	  Prudential,	  and	  all	  the	  other	  
[mainstream	   real	   estate	   brokerage]	   outfits	   in	   Manhattan.	   Because	   remember	  
Manhattan	   is	   so	   expensive	   and	   people	   are	   looking	   to	   the	   outer	   boroughs	   for	  
brownstones	  and	  Brooklyn	  has	  got	  one	  of	  the	  most.	  Remember	  Caleb,	  there	  are	  a	  lot	  of	  
white	   folks	   coming	   in	  Bed-­‐Stuy…	  After	   renovation	   it	   shows	  better.	   It	   has	   a	  better	   eye	  
appeal,	  you	  can	  market	  it	  better	  and	  make	  more	  money,	  possibly,	  without	  a	  doubt.”	  	  
Caleb	  asks	  if	  the	  Temple	  would	  be	  more	  appealing	  to	  these	  Manhattan	  buyers	  if	  it	  were	  
a	  condominium,	  made	  of	  several	  independent	  apartments	  that	  could	  be	  sold	  separately.	  
“But	  I	  wouldn’t	  do	  it”,	  says	  Larry.	  “It	  is	  too	  time-­‐consuming.	  The	  paperwork	  alone,	  we’re	  
talking	   about	   15.000	   grounds	   each.	   It	   is	   not	   worth	   it,	   because	   it	   is	   really	   for	   Crown	  
Heights	   [in	   central	   Brooklyn,	   and	   a	   shorthand	   for	   the	   Jewish	   Orthodox	   Lubavitch	  
community].	   The	   only	   individuals	   interested	   in	   this	   area	   are	   the	   Orthodox	   Jews,	   the	  
Lubavitch.	   Unless,	   unless,	   you	   find	   a	   guy	   from	   down	   South	   who	   is	   a	   banker	   on	  Wall	  
Street.	   The	   Orthodox	   are	   the	   only	   viable	   buyers	   for	   that	   area,	   as	   is	   where	   is	   [in	   the	  
actual	   state	   of	   the	   building],	   and	   by	   the	   time	   you	   add	   all	   the	   rooms,	   you	   have	   15-­‐20	  
rooms.”	  
The	  orthodox	  buyers,	  however,	  have	  made	  offers	  that	  are	  too	  small.	  
“We	  may	  need	  to	  go	  other	  kinds	  of	  brokers	  who	  have	  a	  different	  kind	  of	  clientele	  that	  
we	  need,	  because	  we	  have	  fished	  here	  for	  nothing.	  If	  we	  expose	  [the	  building]	  the	  way	  it	  
is,	  those	  same	  sophisticated	  buyers,	  they’re	  not	  gonna	  comeback,	  and	  they’re	  not	  gonna	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be	  any	  different	   from	  the	  Lubavitch.	  They’re	  gonna	  give	  you	  a	   rock	  bottom	  price.	  Can	  
you	  blame	  them?	  No!	  Everybody	   is	   looking	   for	  a	  bargain,	  even	  Steve	  Wynn	   [a	   famous	  
casino	  owner].”	  
Caleb	   asks	   if	   other	   local	   social	   groups	   of	   central	   Brooklyn	  would	   be	   interested	   in	   the	  
Temple.	  
“Correct,	  but	  now	  you’re	  talking	  about	  a	  different	  clientele.	  And	  now	  we	  have	  to	  get	  rid	  
of	   that	   spirit,	   because	   lot	  of	  people	   I	   have	   spoken	   to	  and	  especially	  Asians,	   especially	  
African	  Americans	  or	  Caribbean’s	  as	  soon	  as	  you	  say	  someone	  died	  tragically	  here,	  they	  
don’t	  want	  it,	  because	  it	  is	  the	  spirit.	  I’m	  serious.”	  
The	  real	  estate	  market	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods,	  and	  especially	  in	  central	  
Brooklyn,	   blends	   individuals	   with	   group	   identities	   that	   may	   reveal	   more	   or	   less	  
antagonist.	   Larry,	   and	   many	   local	   real	   estate	   brokers,	   conceive	   their	   economic	   role	  
broker	  as	  bridging	  these	  social	  and	  cultural	  boundaries.	  As	  a	  result,	  the	  key	  structure	  of	  
housing	   deals	   is	   deeply	   chiasmic:	   on	   one	   side,	   an	   older,	   long-­‐term,	  minority	   building	  
owner,	  often	  recommended	  to	  Larry	  by	  Miss	  Williams	  (black	  from	  Jamaica),	  hires	  Larry	  
as	  a	  broker;	  on	  the	  other	  side,	  a	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  investor	  hires	  a	  trusted	  minority	  real	  
estate	   broker,	   such	   as	   Ricky	   Horros	   (black,	   Hispanic,	   Catholic)	   or	   Dolores	   Erra	   (white,	  
Hispanic).	   The	   cultural	   bridge	   thus	   erected	  does	  not	  prevent	   conflict	   from	  happening.	  
But	  it	  prevents	  conflicts	  from	  putting	  a	  definitive	  end	  to	  on-­‐going	  negotiations.	  	  
For	   instance,	   Larry	   is	  hired	  by	  Francisco,	  a	   long-­‐time	  building	  owner	   in	  Bushwick	   from	  
Dominican	   Republic,	   to	   negotiate	   on	   his	   behalf.	   On	   the	   buyer	   side	   of	   the	   deal,	   Ricky	  
Horros,	  also	   from	  Dominican	  Republic	  and	  whose	  office	   is	   five	  blocks	   from	  Francisco’s	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building,	   represents	   Jewish	  Orthodox	  buyers.	  Ricky	  and	  Larry	  know	  each	  for	  years	  and	  
appreciate	   each	   other.	   Finalizing	   the	   negotiations,	   the	   parties	   agree	   for	   a	   price	   tag	   a	  
little	   less	  than	  $500,000,	  plus	  $100,000	  in	  cash,	  for	  the	  whole	  building	  (six	  units,	  three	  
floors,	  good	  condition,	  and	  average	   location).	  The	  day	  of	   the	  closing,	   the	  buyers,	  who	  
are	  numerous,	  starts	   renegotiating	  the	  amount	  of	  cash.	  Larry	  screams	  at	   them,	  curses	  
them,	  and	  finally	  the	  deal	  happens	  as	  planned.	  The	  role	  of	  Larry	  is	  to	  avoid	  that	  normal	  
events	   in	   a	   negotiation,	   like	   bargaining	   at	   the	   last	   minute	   a	   sensitive	   cash	   transfer,	  
create	  unshakable	  distrust	  rooted	  in	  ethno-­‐racial	  and	  religious	  attributes.	  
The	  risk	  of	   transmutation	  of	  economic	  disputes,	  strategies	  and	  negotiation	  tactics	   into	  
identity-­‐based	  conflict	  is	  nicely	  illustrated	  in	  Ron’s	  story	  with	  Larry.	  
Ron	  Barnes	  is	  a	  retired	  civil	  servant.	  He	  owns	  a	  building	  with	  a	  bar	  on	  the	  ground	  floor,	  
which	  Ron	  operates	  with	  the	  help	  of	  two	  employees.	  The	  building	  is	  located	  on	  one	  of	  
the	  commercial	  strips	  of	  central	  Brooklyn.	  Ron	  is	  getting	  old,	  his	  health	  is	  worsening	  and	  
he	  wants	   to	   sell	   the	  building	   to	   retire.	   Ron	   is	   black	   and	  he	  uses	   Larry	   as	   an	   exclusive	  
broker.	  After	  I	  have	  been	  introduced	  to	  Ron,	  and	  seeing	  we	  get	  along	  –	  Ron	  makes	  great	  
fried	   fish	  –	   I	   come	  back	   to	   the	  bar	   several	   times	  at	  night	  without	  Larry.	  One	  day,	  Ron	  
asks	  me	  if	  I’m	  Jewish.	  I	  say,	  no.	  Ron	  adds,	  “Larry	  is	  a	  Jew,	  but	  a	  good	  Jew”.	  Ron	  tells	  me	  
that	   most	   of	   the	   buildings	   on	   the	   busy	   avenue	   belong	   to	   Jews,	   and	   rents	   are	   too	  
expensive.	  I	  immediately	  think	  about	  Isaac-­‐the-­‐heir,	  a	  friend	  of	  Larry,	  who	  owns	  several	  
buildings	  on	  the	  same	  avenue	  (see	  chapter	  8).	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Meanwhile,	   Ron	   is	   pressured	   by	   a	   black	   real	   estate	   broker	   named	   Donald	   to	   replace	  
Larry	  by	  a	  black	  broker	   for	   the	  sake	  of	   racial	   solidarity.	  On	   the	  phone,	  Larry	   talks	   to	  a	  
real	  estate	  investor	  who	  is	  complaining	  about	  Donald	  on	  an	  unrelated	  deal.	  
“That	   fat	   fuck	   from	   Trinidad	   [i.e.	   Donald],	   he’s	   gonna	   lie,	   he’s	   gonna	   lie!	   On	   a	   dead	  
man’s	  grave.	   I’ll	  cut	  his	   fucking	  heart	  before	   I	   let	  him	  do	  that,	  ok?	  He	  was	  gonna	  beat	  
this	  guy	  completely.	  And	   I	  was	  gonna	  embarrass	  him	   in	  court.	  Donald	  could	  not	  shine	  
my	  shoes	  when	  I’m	  drunk.	  And	  I	  never	  drink.”	  
I	   do	   not	   know	   any	   details	   about	   the	   court	   case	   and	   the	   beating	   that	   Larry	   is	   talking	  
about	  here.	  
“We	  approached	  Donald	  with	  the	  package	  of	  the	  Temple	  a	  year	  ago.	  Because	  he	  used	  to	  
work	   for	   the	   family	   [with	   the	  widow’s	   brother-­‐in-­‐law].	  He	   is	   a	   scum	  bucket.	  Do	  me	   a	  
favor,	   come	   to	   the	   table	   and	   we’re	   gonna	   make	   a	   deal	   [on	   the	   Temple]	   that	   is	  
reasonable.	  You	  know	  what	  the	  best	  revenge	  is?	  Success.	  Success.	  You	  want	  to	  get	  back	  
at	  Donald.	   That	   fuck,	   should	   be	   in	   a	   casket	   twice	   the	   size.	   Look	   at	   how	  many	   people	  
hunted	  him?”	  
In	  his	  anger,	  Larry	  switches	  topics.	  
“Ron	  Barnes	  built	  that	  entire	  refrigerating	  system	  in	  the	  back	  [of	  the	  bar].	  He	  nearly	  died	  
[doing	   it].	  You	  know	  Ron	  Barnes,	   that	  skinny	  African	  American	  guy?	  That’s	  who	  did	   it.	  	  
When	  Donald	  dies	  he’s	  not	  gonna	  go	  Hell	  or	  Heaven.	  He’s	  gonna	  in	  that	  black	  hole	  in	  the	  
sky	  where	  nobody	  exists.	  Because	  he	  is	  a	  thief.”	  
When	  Larry	  hangs	  up	  he	  says	  to	  me	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“I	  should	  go	  in	  [Donald’s]	  face.	  He	  even	  told	  Ron,	   ‘I’ll	  sell	   [your	  building]	  give	   it	  to	  me,	  
get	  the	  white	  trash	  [i.e.	  Larry]	  outa	  here’.	  He	  called	  me	  all	  kinds	  of	  names.”	  
A	  few	  months	  later,	  Ron	  passes	  away.	  His	  estranged	  son	  becomes	  the	  property	  owner	  of	  
the	  building	  and	  he	  fires	  Larry.	  
However	   racially	   segregated	   New	   York	   City	   is19,	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	  
minority	   neighborhoods	   creates	   opportunities	   for	   transactions	   between	   people	   of	  
different	  ethnic,	  racial	  and	  religious	  backgrounds	  and	  identities.	  For	  these	  opportunities	  
to	   be	   realized	   into	   actual	   exchanges,	   disputes	   must	   be	   overcome,	   negotiations	   must	  
come	  to	  a	  felicitous	  end	  and	  business	  agreements	  must	  be	  reached.	  Making	  money	  out	  
of	  such	  housing	  market	  is	  to	  be	  able	  to	  make	  deals	  with	  a	  variety	  of	  people	  who,	  most	  of	  
the	   time,	  do	  not	  care	  much	  about	   their	  ethno-­‐racial	  and	   religious	  differences,	  but	  are	  
always	   aware	   of	   them.	   People	   in	   the	   housing	   market	   of	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods	   are	   ready	   to	   frame	  an	   inter-­‐individual	   economic	  dispute	   into	   an	   inter-­‐
group	  pattern	  of	  domination.	  	  
As	  a	  collective	  actor,	   the	  clique	  offers	  a	  series	  of	   tiny	  bridges	  across	  ethnic,	   racial	  and	  
religious	   divides.	   These	   bridges	   are	   people	   like	   Larry,	   but	   also	   like	   Ricky	   Horros,	  
Mercedes	  Erra,	  and	  Andres,	  who	  can	  meaningfully	  connect	  with	  other	  people	  of	  various	  
backgrounds	  and	  identities	  because	  their	  own	  identity	  is	  balanced	  by	  their	  insertion	  into	  
multi-­‐racial	  networks.	  Ron	  can	  say	  that	  “Larry	  is	  a	  Jew,	  but	  a	  good	  Jew”	  by	  contrast	  with	  
other	  real	  estate	  Jews	  because	  Larry	  works	  most	  closely	  for	  and	  with	  Miss	  Jean	  and	  Miss	  
Williams	  who	  are	  black	   (Ron	  has	  been	   introduced	   to	  Larry	  by	  Miss	  Williams	  and	  Larry	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19	   New	   York	   City	   has	   a	   black-­‐white	   dissimilarity	   index	   in	   2010	   of	   79%,	   which	  makes	   it	   a	   hyper-­‐segregated	   city	   in	  
Massey	  and	  Denton	  terms	  (1993)	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has	  brought	  Miss	  Jean	  to	  Ron’s	  bar-­‐restaurant).	  Moreover,	  it	  is	  because	  Larry	  “is	  a	  Jew	  
but	  a	  good	  Jew”	  that	  Ron	  hires	  him	  and	  resists	  the	  pressure	  of	  outsiders	  to	  hire	  a	  black	  
real	   estate	   broker.	   Ron	   identifies	   that	   in	   his	   local	   environment,	   the	   shopping	   strip	   in	  
which	  his	  building	  is	  located,	  Jewish	  real	  estate	  investors	  are	  key	  players.	  Larry	  is	  then	  a	  
perfect	  bridge.	  Moshe	  Weiser	  and	  Benjamin	  Deutsch	  make	  a	  similar	  calculation	  on	  tiny	  
variations	   of	   identity	   with	   Larry.	   Larry	   is	   trusted,	   because	   among	   other	   things	   he	   is	  
identical	  enough,	  i.e.	  he	  is	  Jewish	  and	  a	  seasoned	  real	  estate	  man.	  Moshe	  and	  Benjamin	  
feel	   they	   are	   in	   a	   safe	   enough	   space	   with	   Larry	   that	   they	   can	   laugh	   at	   the	   Hispanic	  
victims	   of	   illegal	   discriminatory	   practices	   on	   the	   local	   housing	  market	  while	   deploring	  
the	   tensions	   between	   the	   two	   communities	   and	   planning	   to	   engage	   in	   discriminatory	  
practices.	  But	  Moshe	  and	  Benjamin	  understand	  as	  well,	   that	   Larry	   is	  different	  enough	  
from	  them	  that	  he	  can	  implement	  actions	  that	  the	  two	  Orthodox	  men	  cannot.	  	  
These	  calculations	  on	  tiny	  variations	  on	   identity	  –	   in	  a	  calculus	  fashion	  –	  are	  meant	  to	  
mitigate	   the	   risk	   that	   economic	   conflicts	   congeal	   with	   ethno-­‐racial	   and	   religious	  
tensions20.	  	  	  These	  calculations	  on	  identity	  also	  explain	  the	  reactions	  of	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  
investors	   against	  whom	  Larry	  negotiates	  on	  behalf	   of	  minority	   landlords.	   They	   charge	  
Larry	  of	  ethnic	  disloyalty.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20	  In	  a	  conversation	  about	  slurs	  given	  to	  minority	  groups,	  Andres	  asks	  to	  Nicholas,	  who	  is	  a	  Jamaican	  black	  who	  has	  
lived	  most	  of	  his	  life	  in	  New	  York	  City,	  and	  I	  what	  was	  the	  derogatory	  term	  for	  Jews	  in	  the	  US.	  	  
(Nicholas)	  -­‐	  The	  Irish,	  I	  don’t	  know	  the	  name,	  the	  Italians,	  they	  call	  them	  …	  	  
(Andres)	  -­‐	  How	  did	  they	  call	  the	  Jews?	  	  
(Nicholas)	  -­‐	  “Jew”	  is	  a	  negative	  term	  itself,	  no?	  
(Andres)	  -­‐	  I	  don’t	  know,	  I’ve	  always	  been	  called	  a	  Jew,	  so…	  I’m	  Jewish,	  I’m	  a	  Jew.	  	  	  
(Nicholas)	  -­‐	  Oh	  ok.	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“You	  see	  as	  Orthodox,	   they	  resent	   I	  work	  so	  hard	   for	  a	  black	  man.	   I’ve	  been	  told	   that	  
many	  times,”	  says	  Larry,	  about	  the	  sale	  of	  the	  building	  3030	  owned	  by	  the	  Kay	  family	  to	  
Jewish	  Orthodox	  real	  estate	  investors	  (see	  chapter	  7).	  
“Oh	  they	  claim	  some	  kind	  of	  religious	  solidarity?”	  I	  ask	  
“Yeah,	  and	  then	  they’re	  gonna	  fuck	  you	  as	  fast	  as	  they	  can.”	  
Larry	  is	  aware	  that	  the	  racial	  heterogeneity	  of	  the	  clique	  is	  a	  force.	  He	  cultivates	  it.	  He	  is	  
Jewish,	   but	   knows	   well	   the	   prosperity	   gospel,	   especially	   a	   black	   televangelist	   named	  
Creflo	  Dollar,	  which	  is	  a	  major	  intellectual	  and	  religious	  force	  in	  contemporary	  minority	  
neighborhoods.	  On	  a	  more	  anecdotal	  level,	  Larry	  tries	  to	  remember	  specific	  vernacular	  
sayings	  or	  names	  of	  places	  in	  Caribbean	  countries.	  	  
In	  a	  self-­‐reflexive	  he	  says	  to	  me:	  
“I’m	   a	   broker	  with	   the	   experience	   of	   handling	   certain	   people,	   certain	   groups,	   certain	  
ethnic	  backgrounds.	   I	   know	  to	  handle	  Caribbeans.	   I	   know	  to	  handle	  Orthodox.	   I	   know	  




Larry’s	   clique	   is	   a	   reaction	   to	   perceived	   deficiencies	   of	   how	   the	   housing	   market	   is	  
institutionalized	   into	   varied	   economic	   roles,	   such	   as	   “real	   estate	   broker”,	   “landlord”,	  
“tenant”,	  “housing	  lawyer”	  etc.	  ...	  These	  perceived	  deficiencies	  can	  be	  captured	  with	  a	  
slight	   amendment	   of	   the	   notion	   of	   transactions	   costs.	   In	   its	   classic	   formulation,	  
transactions	  costs	  are	  costs	  generated	  by	  opportunistic	  behaviors	  among	  co-­‐contractors	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in	   situation	   of	   incomplete	   contracts,	   long-­‐term	   transactions,	   and	   specific	   investments	  
(Williamson	   2010).	   The	   kind	   of	   transactions	   costs	   I	   am	   referring	   to	   is	   somewhat	  
different.	   They	   are	   costs	   that	   emerge	   from	   tiny	   opportunistic	   behaviors,	   slight	  
adaptations	  that	  shape	  how	  actors	  perform	  routinely	  their	  official	  economic	  roles.	  They	  
are	   not	   striking	   deviations	   as	   the	   ones	   that	   Williamson	   thinks	   about,	   but	   small	  
reorganization	  of	  performance	  that	  mostly	  stands	  within	  official	  boundaries	  of	  economic	  
roles.	  It	  is	  a	  lack	  of	  zeal	  in	  performance.	  It	  is	  negligible	  for	  many	  segments	  of	  the	  housing	  
market	   but	   it	   is	   problematic	   for	   small,	   cash-­‐poor,	   landlords	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods	   for	   whom	   profits	   are	   limited.	   These	   are	   transactions	   costs	   that	   have	  
significance	   only	   the	   least	   profitable	   segment	   of	   the	   market.	   The	   constant	   mutual	  
discontent	  over	  the	  performance	  of	   landlords,	  housing	   lawyers,	  handymen,	  real	  estate	  
brokers	  and	  tenants	  is	  the	  product	  of	  such	  tiny	  transactions	  costs.	  	  
“Rev.	   Jones	  has	  some	  bad	  tenants”,	   says	  Larry	   (see	  chapter	  4	   for	  Rev.	   Jones).	  “He	  has	  
been	  with	  Marie	  [the	  lawyer]	  forever.”	  
“But	  Marie	   seems	  a	  dividing	  person	  no?”	   I	   ask.	   “Many	  people	  don’t	   like	  her	  work…”	   I	  
suggest.	  
“All	   lawyers	  are	   like	  that.	   It’s	  not	  about	  Marie.	   It	   is	   the	   lawyering	  business.	   In	  Housing	  
Court,	   people	  want	   instant	   action.	   But	   it	   doesn’t	  work	   that	  way.	   You	   got	   procedures,	  
technicalities.	   	   And	   the	   system	   is	   not	   in	   your	   [i.e.	   landlord’s]	   favor.	  When	   people	   are	  
frustrated,	   they	   blame	   the	   lawyer,	   they	   blame	   the	   broker,	   they	   blame	   the	   agent.	   All	  
lawyers	  are	  the	  same	  shit.	  Look	  what	  I	  gotta	  to	  do	  for	  Erin	  [the	  second	  housing	  lawyer	  of	  
the	  clique].	  I	  have	  to	  light	  a	  fire	  up	  her	  ass.	  Is	  she	  any	  different	  than	  Marie?	  No.”	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The	  clique	  is	  a	  response	  to	  these	  costs.	  The	  clique	  is	  an	  informal	  organization	  laid	  over	  
the	  official	  division	  of	  labor	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  and	  it	  fosters	  the	  needed	  cooperation	  
between	  various	  economic	  roles.	  The	  clique	  works	  on	  a	  moral	  contract	  where	  each	  actor	  
gives	  up	   its	  opportunistic	  behavior	  expecting	  others	  to	  do	  so	  as	  well	  –	  Larry	  being	  the	  
initial	   provider	   of	   goodwill	   and	   the	   organizer	   of	   the	   system	  of	   exchanged	   services,	   of	  
rights	   and	   obligations	   on	   an	   inter-­‐temporal	   basis,	   that	   make	   up	   the	   internal	   life	   and	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The	  clique	   is	  not	  only	  an	  adaptation	   to	  a	  housing	  market	  whose	   institutionalization	   in	  
several	  economic	  roles	  is	  perceived	  as	  ineffective.	  Once	  the	  clique	  is	  formed	  in	  spite	  and	  
against	   the	   institutionalized	   division	   of	   labor	   in	   this	   market,	   it	   can	   be	   used	   to	   make	  
money	  in	  original	  ways.	  	  
The	   clique’s	   internal	   capacity	   for	   coordination	   and	   its	   peculiar	   span	   across	   various	  
economic	   roles	   in	   the	   market	   is	   the	   basis	   for	   modes	   of	   making	   money	   that	   are	   not	  
positively	   sanctioned	   by	   the	   institutional	   framework	   of	   the	   housing	   market.	   In	   this	  
chapter,	   I	   argue	   that	   the	   clique	   does	   not	   only	   save	   up	   small	   yet	   meaningful	   routine	  
transactions	  costs;	  it	  is	  also	  a	  “predatory	  machine”.	  
In	   the	   scholarship,	   “machine”	   points	   out	   the	   organizational	   basis	   for	   a	   circulation	   of	  
political	  and	  public	  goods	  (e.g.	  votes,	  public	  services	  and	  amenities,	  civil	  servant	  jobs…)	  
that	  stands	  in	  contrast	  with	  democratic-­‐bureaucratic	  rules.	  Under	  a	  regime	  of	  machine,	  
coveted	   goods	   circulate	   on	   a	   personal	   basis,	   through	   reciprocal	   exchange	   of	   services,	  
influence,	   and	   patronage	   ties	   (e.g.	   Banfield	   1961,	   Erie	   1990,	   Merton	   1945,	   Molotch	  
1976).	  It	   is	   in	  reference	  to	  this	  meaning	  that	  I	  use	  the	  word	  machine.	  Here,	  “machine”	  
points	  out	   the	  organizational	  basis	   –	   i.e.	   Larry’s	   clique	  –	   for	   a	   circulation	  of	   economic	  
goods	   and	   the	   accumulation	   of	   money	   and	   resources	   that	   stands	   in	   contrast	   with	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institutionalized	  rules	  and	  understandings	  of	  market	  competition	  in	  the	  housing	  market.	  
I	  operate	  a	  transfer	  from	  the	  political	  realm	  to	  the	  economic	  sphere.	  
“Predation”	  has	  become	  ubiquitous	   in	   the	  study	  of	   the	  housing	  market	  of	   low-­‐income	  
minority	  neighborhoods,	  especially	  since	  the	  subprime	  loan	  boom	  and	  bust	  of	  the	  years	  
2000s	   (e.g.	   Hartman	   and	   Squires	   2013,	   Squires	   2004).	   In	   the	   literature,	   economic	  
predation	   is	   defined	   in	   contrast	   to	   variously	   defined	   standards	   of	   fair	   economic	  
competition	   (see	   Stinchcombe	   1997)21.	   Common	   to	   these	   various	   approaches	   of	   the	  
notion	   of	   “predation”	   are	   two	   ideas	   that	   indicate	   more	   than	   define	   when	   economic	  
predation	   is	   likely	   to	   take	  place.	   First,	  predation	   is	   at	  best	  a	   zero-­‐sum	  game,	  meaning	  
what	  is	  gained	  by	  an	  actor	  is	  lost	  by	  another.	  Predation	  would	  happen	  when	  economic	  
exchanges	  are	  not	  mutually	  beneficial	  to	  the	  parties	  involved	  (see	  unequal	  exchange	  in	  
Blau	   1964).	   Second,	   predation	   would	   be	   marked	   by	   forced	   exchanges	   instead	   of	  
voluntary	  ones.	  Consent	   in	  predation	  would	  be	  problematic	  and	  hard	   to	  assert	  by	   the	  
observer	   (see	   again	   Blau	   1964).	   The	   thief,	   the	   bank	   robber,	   the	   purse-­‐snatcher	   are	  
involved	   in	   predatory	   economic	   practices	   –	   it	   is	   quite	   trivial	   and	   obvious.	   More	  
interesting,	   is	  the	  possibility	  that	   in	  a	  heavily	  regulated	  economic	  system	  based	  on	  the	  
principles	  of	  fair	  exchange	  and	  competition,	  as	  is	  the	  housing	  market,	  there	  is	  a	  space	  in	  
which,	   there	   are	   conditions	   under	   which,	   predation	   emerges.	   It	   is	   the	   goal	   of	   the	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21	  Three	  subtypes	  of	  economic	  predation	  are	  commonly	  distinguished	  in	  the	  literature:	  (a)	  economic	  predation	  based	  
on	  deception	  (see	  Squires	  2004	  for	  subprime	   lending);	   (b)	  economic	  predation	  based	  on	  unequal	  access	  to	  massive	  
state’s	  resources,	  such	  as	  regulation	  or	  public	  expenditures:	  one	  actor	  can	  increase	  its	  own	  value	  at	  the	  expense	  of	  
other	   actors	   through	   extra-­‐market	   means	   (Galbraith	   2008);	   (c)	   predatory	   pricing,	   in	   which	   one	   dominant	   actor	  
eliminates	  competition	  by	  lowering	  temporarily	  prices	  below	  average	  cost	  of	  goods	  sold.	  Three	  standards	  of	  fairness	  
in	   market	   relations	   are	   implied	   here:	   informed	   agreement	   by	   all	   parties	   to	   a	   transaction,	   equal	   regulatory	   and	  
institutional	  framework	  for	  all	  market	  participants,	  and	  necessity	  of	  a	  genuine	  and	  thriving	  competition	  in	  a	  market.	  A	  
discussion	   of	   the	   idea	   of	   predation	   in	   economics	   would	   need	   to	   reach	   back	   to	   Veblen’s	   institutionalism	   and	  
evolutionary	  economics	  (see	  Galbraith	  2008:	  chapter	  10).	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present	  chapter:	  to	  show	  how	  the	  idea	  of	  “predation”	  offers	  of	  set	  of	  intellectual	  tools	  
to	  describe	  analytically	   the	  original	  nature	  of	   the	  economic	  activity	  within	  the	  housing	  
market	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  
*	  
The	  present	  chapter	  is	  organized	  in	  three	  parts	  and	  a	  substantive	  conclusion.	  The	  three	  
sections	   are	   a	   typology	   of	   the	   predatory	   strategies	   (deception,	   credit	   scams	   and	  
“blocking	   and	   bargaining”).	   The	   conclusion	   is	   an	   interrogation	   about	   the	   capacity	   of	  
Larry’s	  clique	  to	  “mesh	  up”	  –	  that	  is	  to	  say	  the	  capacity	  of	  the	  clique	  to	  connect	  durably,	  
to	   create	   exchanges	   and	   to	   participate	   to	   economic	   circuits	   with	   more	   resource-­‐rich	  
networks	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  This	  conclusion	  will	  try	  to	  understand	  
the	   relationship	   of	   the	   clique	   with	   what	   has	   been	   termed	   by	   Moloch	   “the	   Growth	  
Machine”	   (1976	   Molotch)	   –	   a	   concept	   that	   I	   will	   use	   more	   broadly	   and	   with	   more	  
flexibility	  than	  Molotch	  would	  like	  based	  on	  the	  precise	  definition	  he	  gave	  to	  the	  term.	  
	  
	  
THE	  CLIQUE	  AS	  PREDATORY	  MACHINE:	  DECEPTION	  
MARTHA	  AND	  LARRY	  DO	  AN	  INSURANCE	  SCAM	  
Larry	  is	  about	  to	  sell	  Martha	  Baker’s	  building	  for	  $3.2	  million.	  On	  a	  Saturday	  morning	  a	  
few	  days	  before	  the	  sale,	  I	  have	  a	  conversation	  with	  Larry.	  	  
“What	  is	  [Martha]	  gonna	  do	  [after	  the	  sale]?	  Move	  back	  to	  Jamaica?”	  I	  ask.	  
“No	   she’s	   gonna	   stay	   [in	   Brooklyn].	   She	   has	   a	   condo	   apartment	   right	   by	   the	   water.	  
Beltway,	  with	   a	   sea	   view,	   she	  bought	   a	   few	  years	   ago”,	   replies	   Larry.	   “She	  has	   a	  nice	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apartment,	  two	  bedrooms,	  two	  baths.	  	  It’s	  perfect	  she	  bought	  it	  all	  cash	  [no	  mortgage],	  
she	  has	  a	  parking	  space.	  When	  she	  comes	  to	  New	  York,	  she	  stays	  there.	  In	  Jamaica	  she	  
has	  a	  nice	  penthouse.”	  
“What	  she’s	  gonna	  do	  with	  all	  that	  money	  [from	  the	  sale	  of	  her	  building]?”	  I	  ask.	  	  
“She’s	  got	  already	  a	  couple	  millions	  of	  dollars	  in	  stocks,	  bonds	  and	  all	  that.	  I	  want	  to	  do	  
a	  1031	  [exchange]	  for	  her22.”	  
“Oh	  ok.	  She	  wants	  income”,	  I	  say	  knowingly.	  
“I	   worked	   with	   her”,	   says	   Larry	   in	   a	   reflexive	   mood.	   “She	   had	   a	   problem	   with	   ECB	  
[Environment	   Control	   Board].	   I	   took	   care	   of	   it.	   They	   wanted	   $10,000,	   $12,000	   so	   I	  
reduced	  it	  to	  $2,000.	  We	  paid	  it.	  I	  took	  over	  all	  the	  paperwork	  single-­‐handedly.	  I	  never	  
charged	  a	  penny	  for	  my	  time.	  I	  just	  didn’t	  charge	  her.	  I	  like	  her.	  You	  see	  she	  appreciates	  
what	  you	  do	  for	  her.	  She	  is	  grateful.	  And	  I	  like	  her.	  And	  she	  is	  nobody’s	  fool.	  She	  is	  not	  
stupid.	  She	   is	   ready	  to	  sell.	  We	  talked	  regularly.	  She	  decided	  to	  sell,	   so	  who	  calls	  her?	  
Marcus	   Millichap,	   Massy	   Knakal,	   all	   the	   Orthodox,	   Tom,	   Dick	   and	   Harry,	   everybody,	  
Yugoslavians,	  Albanians.	   She	   said	   ‘Larry	   you	   take	   care	  of	   it,	   you	  negotiate’.	   That’s	   it.	   I	  
took	  over	  and	  I	  started	  negotiating.	  I	  calculate	  the	  income.	  Last	  summer	  I	  had	  offers	  at	  
2.5.	  2.8	  [millions	  dollars].	  We	  are	  in	  contract	  now	  at	  3.2”.	  
“Who	  is	  buying?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Some	  people	   I	   know	   I	   sold	   [a	  building	   to]	   in	  Harlem	  back	   in	  2005.	  They’re	  Orthodox.	  
They	  played	  with	  me	  [back	  in	  2005].	  I	  gave	  it	  back	  to	  them.	  	  I	  zing-­‐ed	  it	  to	  them.	  Because	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22	  A	  1031	  exchange	  consists	  in	  buying	  a	  new	  building	  with	  the	  proceeds	  of	  the	  sale	  of	  a	  previous	  building,	  in	  order	  to	  
defer	   taxes	   on	   capital	   gains,	   which	   on	   buildings	   bought	   decades	   ago	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods	   are	  
sizeable.	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I	  don’t	  give	  in.	  My	  job	  is	  to	  care	  for	  Martha.	  And	  I’m	  gonna	  teach	  them	  a	  lesson,	  thanks	  
god	  I’m	  stupid.”	  
“What	  are	  they	  trying	  to	  do?”	  I	  ask.	  
“There	  was	  a	  fire	  in	  the	  building”,	  says	  Larry,	  “that’s	  more	  headaches,	  but	  I’m	  learning	  
from	  all	  of	  that.	  So	  the	  fire	  caught	  in	  May,	  in	  the	  morning	  at	  3	  am.	  [Martha]	  calls	  me	  at	  
9am,	  ‘Larry	  I	  had	  a	  fire.	  I’m	  gonna	  give	  your	  name	  and	  number,	  you	  handle	  it’.	  I	  became	  
the	  adjuster	   for	  her,	  because	  everybody	  wants	  5%,	  6%	   I’ll	   take	  care	  of	   it.	   I	   did	  all	   the	  
paperwork.	  And	  she’s	  gonna	  give	  me	  separate	  [money]	  on	  that.	  I	  got	  her	  $121,000	  from	  
the	  insurance,	  plus	  I’m	  gonna	  get	  another	  28	  [thousand	  dollars]	  that	  I	  will	  get.	  She	  will	  
give	  me	  10	  ground	  on	  the	  side	  separate.”	  
“But	  what’s	  the	  problem	  with	  the	  buyer?”	  I	  ask,	  unclear	  about	  the	  link	  between	  the	  fire	  
and	  the	  sale	  of	  the	  building.	  
	  “So	  the	  buyer	  is	  taking	  [the	  building].	  So	  we’re	  gonna	  do	  one	  of	  two	  things.	  You	  could	  
give	  him	  the	  insurance	  claim	  and	  let	  him	  finish	  the	  way	  he	  wants.	  The	  buyer	  wanted	  the	  
whole	   thing	   [insurance	   settlement].	   [But]	  Martha	   had	   got	   to	   pay	   $28,000	   out	   of	   her	  
pocket	   to	   fix	   the	   roof.	   So	   [the	   buyer]	   says	   ‘I	   want	   everything	   and	   [you]	   keep	   twenty	  
[thousand	  dollars]’.	   For	  a	   lousy	  $5000	  you	  negotiate!	  We’ll	   finish	   [the	  apartment	  with	  
the	  insurance	  money].	  Now	  we’re	  gonna	  stick	  it	  to	  [the	  buyer].	  You	  gotta	  watch	  we	  have	  
a	  letter	  of	  commitment	  and	  they	  have	  to	  close.	  I	  could	  drag	  this	  to	  November.”	  
“They	  put	  some	  money	  in	  escrow?”	  
“Oh	  yeah,	  $160,000.	  So	  I’m	  playing	  the	  game.	  Give	  $31,000	  and	  we’re	  done.	  I	  could	  fix	  
that	  apartment	  for	  $60,000,	  and	  everybody	  knows	  that.”	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Larry	  does	  not	  express	  very	  clearly	  the	  strategy	  that	  Martha	  and	  him	  have	  devised.	  With	  
the	   fire,	   the	   insurance	   money	   ($121,000)	   and	   the	   money	   already	   spent	   by	   Martha	  
($28,000)	   an	   unexpected	   round	   of	   negotiations	   takes	   place.	   There	   are	   two	   pathways.	  
Either	  Martha	  does	  not	  touch	  further	  the	  apartment	  and	  let	  the	  new	  owner	  deals	  with	  
the	  insurance	  company	  and	  do	  the	  repairs.	  Then,	  the	  point	  of	  contention	  becomes	  the	  
$28,000	   already	   spent	   by	  Martha,	  which	   should	   be	   covered	   by	   the	   insurance	  money.	  
The	  proposition	  made	  by	  the	  buyer	  is	  to	  give	  Martha	  $20,000,	  and	  not	  $28,000.	  It	  leaves	  
Martha	   $8,000	   short,	   hence	   the	   exclamation	   of	   Larry:	   “For	   a	   lousy	   $5,000	   you	  
negotiate!”	  
The	  other	  pathway,	  the	  one	  chosen,	  is	  for	  Martha	  and	  Larry	  to	  do	  the	  repairs	  with	  the	  
insurance	  money.	   As	   noticed	   by	   Larry,	   the	   insurance	   settlement	   is	   based	   on	   industry	  
standards	   about	   repairs	   that	   do	   not	   take	   into	   account	   that	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods,	  such	  industry	  standards	  do	  not	  apply.	  The	  insurance	  gives	  $120,000	  for	  
something	  that	  can	  be	  done	  for	  half	  this	  price.	  There	  is	  some	  slack.	  
Larry	   notes	   that	   it	   is	   a	   knowledge	   that	   is	   shared	   by	   the	   buyer.	   The	   buyer	   knows	   that	  
Larry	  is	  able	  to	  do	  the	  repairs,	  not	  up	  to	  the	  standards,	  but	  good	  enough,	  for	  $60,000.	  At	  
the	  same	  time,	  the	  buyer	  cannot	  walk	  out	  of	  the	  deal:	  $160,000	  has	  been	  put	  in	  escrow.	  
Therefore,	  Larry	  finds	  himself	  in	  a	  positive	  bargaining	  situation.	  He	  can	  do	  the	  repairs	  on	  
the	  cheap	  with	  the	  insurance	  money	  or	  give	  them	  to	  do	  to	  the	  buyer	  who	  is	  now	  asked	  
to	  pay	  back	  Martha	  $31,000,	   instead	  of	  $28,000.	  Larry	   is	  negotiating	  for	  $3,000	  only	  –	  
but	   it	  would	  avoid	  him	  “headaches”	  not	   to	  have	   to	  manage	   the	   repairs	  over	   the	  next	  
month.	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Finally	  Larry	  decides	  to	  do	  the	  repairs	  and	  to	  scam	  the	  insurance	  company:	  
“We	  gave	  [the	  repairs]	  to	  Ahmed.	  We	  got	  the	  contract	  to	  do	  the	  repairs.	  I	  got	  from	  the	  
insurance	  company	   for	   this	   [large	  hand	  gesture	  meaning	   large	  amount	  of	  money]	  and	  
we’re	   gonna	   do	   it	   for	   that	   [making	   a	   smaller	   hand	   gesture].	   There	   is	   a	   lot	   of	   cash	   in	  
between	  so	  I	  am	  the	  go-­‐between	  –	  between	  the	  cash	  that	  comes	  in	  and	  the	  cash	  that	  
goes	   to	  Martha.	  Do	   you	   know	  how	   I	   negotiate	   everything?	   In	   front	  of	  Martha.	   I	   have	  
nothing	  to	  hide.”	  
“But,	  do	  you	  [Larry]	  advance	  the	  money	  or	  is	  Martha	  paying	  everything?”	  I	  ask.	  
“No,	  she	  is	  paying	  everything	  by	  check.	  And	  Ahmed	  is	  gonna	  give	  me	  the	  cash	  to	  go	  to	  
her.”	  
“Sorry	  I	  don’t	  get	  it”,	  I	  say.	  “The	  insurance	  has	  given	  gave	  Martha	  a	  check…”	  
“Yeah	  we	  got	  money.”	  
“Ok…”	  
“So	  we’re	  gonna	  issue	  checks”	  says,	  Larry	  “Because	  the	  insurance	  company…”	  
“…	  Yeah	  it	  needs	  checks!”	  
“And	  Ahmed	  is	  gonna	  give	  me	  back	  the	  cash	  [that	  we	  paid	  him	  in	  check].	  That’s	  all.	  It’s	  a	  
circle.	  When	  he	   gives	  me	   the	   cash	   I	   give	   it	   to	  Martha.	   Because	   that’s	   hers.	  My	   cut	   is	  
already	  there	  so	  I’m	  not	  concerned.”	  
“But	   how	   much	   are	   we	   talking	   about?	   How	   much	   is	   the	   check	   from	   the	   insurance	  
company?	  How	  much	  goes	  back	  to	  Martha?”	  
“About	  40-­‐50	  [thousand	  dollars	  out	  of	  $120,000].”	  
“Go	  back	  to	  Martha?”	  
	   119	  
“It	  depends	  how	  much	  we	  finish	  with.	  It	  can	  be	  a	  little	  more,	  or	  a	  little	  less.	  We	  are	  not	  
done	  yet.	  We	  just	  got	  the	  permits	  [to	  do	  the	  work].”	  
Ahmed	   is	   a	   trusted	   repairman	   of	  Martha.	  He	  will	   be	   paid	   by	  Martha	   as	   if	   the	   repairs	  
would	   cost	   her	   $120,000.	   Martha’s	   checks	   and	   Ahmed’s	   invoice	   will	   be	   sent	   to	   the	  
insurance	   company	   so	  Martha	   can	   get	   reimbursed.	   	   Ahmed	  will	   give	  back	   Larry	   some	  
cash	  –	  approximately	  half	  of	  what	  Ahmed	  has	  received	  in	  check	  –	  and	  Larry	  will	  give	  the	  
cash	   to	   Martha.	   Martha	   will	   make	   about	   $50,000	   thousand	   for	   herself	   and	   Larry	  
$10,000.	  
Larry	   is	   involved	   with	   Martha	   and	   Ahmed	   in	   deceptive	   scam	   against	   the	   insurance	  
company.	   At	   the	   same	   time,	   he	   believes	   that	  Martha	   and	   him	   are	   victim	   of	   another	  
scam,	  from	  the	  tenants	  whose	  apartment	  caught	  fire.	  I	  ask:	  
“And	  what	  happened	  with	  the	  fire?”	  	  
“The	   tenant	   is	   a	   straightgay.	  Martha	   is	   Jamaican	   and	   he’s	   Jamaican.	   It	   is	   always	   your	  
own	  that	  are	  jealous,	  envious	  and	  malice	  you.	  So	  we’re	  gonna	  fuck	  this	  douchebag”.	  	  
“The	  fire	  was	  done	  on	  purpose?”	  I	  ask.	  
“You	  see”	  answers	  Larry	  “the	   fire	  department	  was	   there.	  And	   the	   fire	  occurred	   in	   the	  
kitchen.	  There	  are	  a	  lot	  of	  wires,	  cheap	  wires,	  overloaded.	  It	  occurred	  in	  the	  kitchen,	  it	  
destroyed	  the	  apartment	  something	  fierce.	  There	  were	  five	  people	  and	  a	  baby.	  Nobody	  
died.	  At	  3:40am	  in	  the	  morning!?	  That	  fire	  was	  set!	  From	  within.	  But	  I	  can’t	  prove	  it.	  So	  I	  
go	  up	  there	  and	  the	  [tenant]	  says	  ‘Will	  you	  compensate?’	  I	  said	  ’Compensate	  for	  what?	  
The	  fire	  department	  said	  there	  were	  wires	  in	  the	  kitchen	  tampered,	  and	  everything’.	  So	  I	  
said	   ‘I	   ain’t	   giving	  you	   shit.	   I’m	  not	  gonna	  compensate.’[The	   tenant	   said]	   ‘If	   you	  don’t	  
	   120	  
give	  us	  this	  and	  that,	  you	  and	  I	  won’t	  get	  along’	  I	  said	  ‘Listen	  this	  conversation	  is	  over.	  
Next	  time	  you	  and	  I	  have	  a	  conversation	  and	  you	  threaten	  me,	  I	  warn	  you,	  one	  of	  us	  will	  
be	  dead’.	  That’s	   it.	   So	  his	  daughter	   calls	  me,	  her	  brother	   is	   in	  Crips	  and	  Bloods,	   I	   said	  
‘listen	  I	  have	  no	  children	  no	  wife,	  I	  don’t	  give	  a	  fuck!’	  HPD	  came,	  they	  threaten	  me.”	  
“HPD	  is	  threatening	  you?”	  
“Yeah.	  So	   [the	  daughter]	  says,	   ‘You	  will	  have	  to	  pay	   for	   the	  shelter’.	   I	   say	   ‘Bring	   it	  on.	  
Let’s	  go	  to	  the	  judge’.	  Then	  I	  talk	  to	  the	  deputy	  chief	  at	  HPD23,	  and	  I	  went	  wild,	  I	  said	  ‘I’d	  
subpoena	  all	  of	  you’.	   I	  said	   ‘Do	  you	  know	  this	  guy	  [from	  HPD]?’	   ‘Oh	  he	   is	  a	  union	  rep’	  
[they	  say],	  I	  said	  ‘I	  evicted	  that	  mofo!’	  And	  he	  works	  for	  HPD!	  The	  fire	  department	  can’t	  
prove	  they	  did	  it,	  but	  it’s	  suspicious.	  They	  [the	  tenants]	  want	  the	  money.	  […]	  [The	  tenant	  
says]	  ‘Oh	  I’m	  gonna	  get	  a	  lawyer’	  I	  said	  ‘Go	  get	  me	  the	  smartest	  lawyer	  don’t	  get	  a	  dumb	  
one.	  I	  deal	  with	  enough	  of	  them.	  Go	  get	  me	  a	  smart	  lawyer	  and	  take	  me	  to	  court’.	  HPD	  
is	   threatening,	   I	   say	   ‘Bring	   it	   on’.	   Now	  when	   I	   see	   them	   they’re	   nice,	   the	   inspectors,	  
they’re	  nice.	  Irish,	  nice.	  I	  got	  their	  direct	  number,	  I	  call	  them	  and	  we	  talk.	  	  Martha	  loves	  
that,	  because	   I	   really	   look	  out	  for	  her.	   Just	   like	   I	  do	  with	  Miss	  Jean	  and	  Miss	  Williams.	  
You	  can’t	  fuck	  with	  my	  people.”	  	  
Larry	   believes,	   without	   many	   facts	   to	   back	   his	   claim,	   there	   is	   collusion	   between	   the	  
tenant	  and	  the	  HPD	  inspector	  (whom	  Larry	  already	  knows	  from	  a	  previous	  dispute	  and	  
eviction)	  in	  order	  to	  extract	  money	  out	  of	  Martha	  –	  and	  Larry	  prevented	  it.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23	  HPD	  is	  the	  Department	  of	  Housing	  Preservation	  and	  Development	  	  (HPD)	  of	  New	  York	  City.	  The	  agency	  has	  multiple	  
roles,	  but	  its	  most	  significant	  one	  for	  Larry	  and	  his	  clique,	  is	  the	  enforcement	  of	  housing	  standards.	  HPD	  presents	  its	  
missions	   as	   follows:	   “The	   agency’s	   mission	   is	   to	   promote	   housing	   equality	   and	   create	   and	   sustain	   viable	  
neighborhoods	   for	   New	   Yorkers	   though	   housing	   education,	   outreach,	   loan	   and	   development	   programs	   and	  
enforcement	  of	  housing	  standards.”	  http://www.nyc.gov/html/hpd/html/about/about.shtml	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DECEPTION	  AND	  PATRONAGE:	  WILL	  AS	  A	  CLIENT	  OF	  LARRY	  
To	  keep	  the	  costs	  down	  for	  the	  repairs,	  Ahmed	  subcontracts	  to	  Will,	  a	  handyman	  from	  
Larry’s	  clique.	  Will	  and	  a	  friend	  of	  his	  are	  tasked	  with	  emptying	  the	  apartment	  the	  burnt	  
elements	   and	   to	   prepare	   the	   space	   for	   Ahmed’s	   repair	   work.	   Officially,	   Ahmed	   bills	  
Martha	   for	   it,	   she	   pays	   him,	   and	   the	   insurance	   company	   reimburses	   her.	  Unofficially,	  
Ahmed	  gives	  back	  the	  money	  to	  Larry,	  who	  pays	  Will,	  in	  cash,	  under	  the	  table,	  to	  really	  
do	   the	   job.	   It	   is	  heavy	  duty,	   three	  days	   -­‐	   two	  men	   job,	  with	   the	  use	  of	  Will’s	   van,	   for	  
whom	  Will	  and	  his	  helper	  will	  get	  $2,700.	  
Larry	  and	  I	  meet	  Will,	  a	  Jamaican	  handyman,	  for	  breakfast	  at	  Jimmy’s	  Diner,	  the	  diner	  
owned	  by	  Joe,	  a	  member	  of	  the	  clique.	  Larry	  comes	  to	  give	  Will	  his	  money,	  in	  cash.	  Will	  
comes	  with	  a	  woman,	  Lauren,	  his	  girlfriend	  of	  the	  moment.	  Will	  has	  been	  working	  as	  a	  
handyman	  within	   the	  clique	   since	   I	   started	  my	   fieldwork,	  almost	   three	  years	  ago.	  The	  
presence	  of	  Will’s	  girlfriend	  is	  not	  random.	  Larry	  and	  I	  are	  about	  to	  discover	  that	  Will	  is	  
trying	   to	   change	   his	   position	   within	   the	   clique,	   under	   the	   push	   of	   Lauren.	   His	  
cooperation	   to	   the	   scam	   and	   his	   cheap	   labor	   are	   the	   basis	   for	  making	   new	   claims	   to	  
Larry:	  he	  wants	  Larry’s	  help	  to	  become	  a	  small	  property	  owner.	  During	  the	  meeting,	  Will	  
displays	   a	   subservient	   self,	   while	   Larry	   displays	   benevolence	   –	   two	   complementary	  
attitudes	  that	  denote	  the	  patron-­‐client	  tie	  that	  links	  the	  two	  men.	  
	  “Will,	  do	  you	  remember	  my	  son,	  Clem	  [pointing	  at	  me]?	  My	  adopted	  son.”	  
Will	  nods	  which	  means	  both	  “yes”	  and	  “hi”.	  Larry	  says.	  
	  “So,	  we	  said	  1850	  [dollars].	  How	  much	  did	  I	  give	  you?”	  asks	  Larry.	  
“1850”	  replies	  Will.	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“No.	  How	  much	  did	  I	  give	  you?”	  
“Oh,	  4	  [hundred]”	  
“So,	  that	  leaves,	  what?	  1450.	  It’s	  a	  balance	  of	  1450.	  Right?”	  
“You’re	  doing	  it	  in	  your	  thoughts,	  mumb	  mumb	  mumb”.	  	  
Will	  is	  imitating	  a	  calculating	  machine	  with	  his	  hands.	  He	  has	  a	  quick	  laugh.	  	  
Larry	  continues	  without	  paying	  much	  attention.	  
“Minus	  150,	  which	  is	  10%	  for	  me,	  that’s	  1300.	  Ok?”	  	  
Larry	  is	  taking	  his	  administrative	  fee.	  
Will	   falls	  silent.	  His	  eyes	  are	   looking	  up,	  to	  the	  ceiling,	  as	   if	  counting	   in	  his	  head.	  Larry	  
waits	  a	  few	  seconds	  and	  says:	  
“Correct?	  Put	  it	  on	  paper,	  I’m	  not	  that	  smart”.	  
“Yes	  you	  are”	  intervenes	  Lauren,	  for	  the	  first	  time.	  
“No	  I’m	  not”,	  replies	  Larry	  immediately.	  
Larry	  presents	  himself	  as	  a	  fair,	  paternalistic	  and	  authoritative	  figure	  towards	  Will	  while	  
Will	  is	  making	  himself	  incompetent.	  	  
Will	   performs	   this	   role	   of	   incompetence,	   unthreatening	   and	   deferring	   to	   power,	  
(deferring	   to	   the	   “Man”,	   see	   Pattillo	   2006:	   chapter	   3)	   all	   along	   the	   breakfast.	   He	  
mumbles	  incomprehensible	  answers	  (both	  I	  and	  Larry	  have	  problems	  understanding	  him	  
several	   times	   this	  morning).	   He	   takes	  much	   time	   to	   answer	   simple	   questions,	   and	   he	  
gives	   inarticulate	  answers.	  By	   the	  end	  of	   the	  breakfast,	   I	   am	  convinced	   that	  Will	   is,	   in	  
fact,	  slightly	  mentally	  deficient.	  I	  already	  met	  him	  several	  times,	  but	  this	  is	  the	  first	  time	  
I	  have	  a	  durable	  interaction	  with	  Will.	  After	  we	  leave	  him	  and	  Lauren,	  I	  ask	  Larry	  if	  Will	  is	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mentally	   limited	   or	   if	   he	   is	   on	   drug.	   Larry	   is	   surprised	   by	   my	   question	   and	   says	   no,	  
absolutely	  not!	  Will	  is	  a	  savvy	  business	  individual.	  There	  is	  no	  doubt	  in	  Larry’s	  mind.	  He	  
smokes	   weed	   but	   he	   is	   not	   on	   drug.	   Will	   makes	   himself	   dumber	   than	   he	   really	   is,	  
because	   he	   wants	   to	   appear	   unthreatening	   to	   Larry,	   deferent	   to	   his	   power.	   Larry	   is	  
perfectly	   aware	  Will	   is	   acting,	   but	   chooses	   to	   overlook	   this	   unauthentic	   behavior	   and	  
thereby	   supports	   the	   fiction.	   In	   fact,	   both	   men	   perform	   as	   much	   as	   they	   can	   their	  
relation	   of	   patronage:	   Larry	   is	   paternalistic,	   powerfully	   and	   good	  willing,	  while	  Will	   is	  
deferent,	  unthreatening	  and	  needs	  to	  be	  taken	  care	  of	  (see	  Scott	  1990:chapter	  3)	  
Lauren	  is	  the	  threat	  to	  this	  established	  order.	  She	  presents	  herself	  in	  a	  more	  ambiguous	  
and	  strategic	  way.	  She	  is	  the	  source	  of	  the	  interactional	  dynamics	  and	  change	  to	  which	  
Larry	  has	  to	  respond.	  She	  does	  not	  speak	  much,	  but	  her	  few	  words	  mean	  a	  lot.	  Her	  “Yes	  
you	  are”	   is	  a	   contest	  of	   Larry’s	  paternalistic	  authority	  on	  Will.	  Her	  words	  are	  a	   call	   to	  
Larry	  for	  giving	  up	  the	  condescending	  niceties	  and	  the	  humility	  being	  which	  his	  power	  
masquerades.	  “Cut	  the	  crap”,	  she	  is	  saying	  to	  him	  –	  nicely.	  	  
When	   Larry	   replies	   dryly	   to	   Lauren,	   “No,	   I’m	   not”,	   it	   is	   a	   profession	   of	   sincerity	   and	  
benevolence	   towards	  Will.	   He	   believes	   that	   Lauren	   accuses	   him	   of	   cheating	  Will	   and	  
concealing	  it	  behind	  a	  veil	  of	  probity.	  His	  whole	  rhetoric	  strategy	  during	  the	  breakfast	  is	  
geared	   towards	   the	   assertion	   of	   the	   value	   and	   reality	   of	   loyalty	   and	   hard	  work	   in	   his	  
economic	  affairs.	  He	  is	  fair	  to	  Will.	  	  
“Tuesday,	   I	   want	   you	   not	   to	   oversleep”,	   says	   Larry.	   “I	   want	   you	   there	   are	   8am,	   at	  
Martha’s.	  The	  other	  guys	  [Ahmed	  and	  Anthony]	  are	  gonna	  be	  there.”	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Will	   is	   not	   listening.	  He	   is	  making	   calculations	   on	   a	   napkin.	  He	   is	   puffing	   and	   huffing.	  
Below	  the	  table,	  Larry	  has	  a	  stack	  of	  one	  hundred	  dollar	  bills,	  and	  he	  is	  counting,	  $1,300.	  
He	  holds	  the	  money	  to	  Will,	  above	  the	  table.	  
“How	  much?”	  asks	  Will.	  
“13	  hundred”	  says	  Larry.	  	  
“And	  the	  50?”	  
“What	  50?	  Give	  me	  the	  paper,	  let	  me	  do	  it	  again”	  replies	  Larry.	  
Sylvia,	  the	  waitress	  is	  coming	  to	  our	  booth.	  She	  asks,	  with	  her	  Jamaican	  accent:	  
“Larry	  do	  you	  want	  some	  coffee?”	  Larry	  says	  no.	  Talking	  to	  me,	  Sylvia	  says,	  “Larry’s	  son,	  
do	  you	  want	  some	  coffee?”	  
“No,	  thanks”	  I	  reply.	  
“Ok,	  1850	  minus	  400”	  says	  Larry,	  “that’s	  1450.	  So	  what’s	  10%	  of	  1850?	  Actually	  that’s	  
185.	   You	  owe	  me	  $35.	   That’s	  ok.	   I’ll	   skip	   it.	   I	   took	  150.	   So	   that’s	  7%,	  ok?	  And	   I	   failed	  
Maths	  three	  times	  in	  High	  School.”	  
“I	  failed	  Maths	  in	  college.”	  
“I	   never	   went	   to	   college.”	   Speaking	   to	   Will	   “And	   please,	   do	   me	   a	   favor,	   don’t	   give	  
everything	   to	   the	   young	   lady	   [pointing	   to	   Lauren].	   Give	   her	   some	   [money]	   but	   not	  
everything.	  Do	  like	  Charlie	  Sheen,	  use	  your	  credit	  cards.	  Because	  I	  know	  you	  don’t	  have	  
one.”	  
	  “Yes	  he	  does!”	  says	  Lauren	  slight	  offended.	  
Larry	  is	  turning	  the	  table	  on	  Lauren.	  She	  is	  the	  one	  that	  is	  interested	  in	  Will’s	  money,	  not	  
him.	  Larry	  is	  the	  benevolent	  one,	  he	  claims.	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Lauren	  is,	  however,	  committed	  to	  support	  a	  different	  identity	  for	  Will	  than	  the	  one	  that	  
Larry	   assumes	   towards	   him.	   She	   sees	   Will	   as	   a	   modern	   and	   integrated	   economic	  
individual	  –	  someone	  with	  a	  credit	  card.	  	  
Meanwhile,	  Will	  stays	  silent.	  
Larry	  speaks	  again	  to	  Will.	  
“This	  is	  what	  I’m	  gonna	  suggest	  to	  you,	  because	  I	  know	  the	  game.	  I	  spoke	  to	  Martha,	  I’m	  
not	  gonna	  interfere	  with	  Ahmed.	  He’s	  a	  contractor.	  He’s	  got	  a	  license.	  He’s	  got	  Anthony	  
[an	  aide].	  Anthony	  is	  his	  friend.	  He’s	  American.	  Ahmed	  is	  gonna	  take	  care	  of	  that,	  Ok?	  
Basically,	  I	  want	  you	  to	  stay	  at	  a	  1000	  -­‐	  11	  hundred	  [dollars]	  at	  the	  most.	  If	  it’s	  gonna	  be	  
more	  than	  that,	  that’s	  your	  call.	  It	  is	  up	  to	  you.	  But,	  to	  me,	  you	  can	  do	  it	  in	  one,	  one	  and	  
a	   half	   day.	   You	   see	   yesterday	   in	   one	   and	   a	   half	   day	   and	   you	   did	  wonderful.	   Nothing	  
wrong	  with	  praise	  when	  it	  is	  appropriate.”	  
Will	  seems	  not	  to	  listen	  to	  Larry.	  Lauren	  encourages	  Will	  to	  focus	  by	  touching	  his	  arm.	  
“Listen”	  says	  Larry.	  “I	  will	  care	  after	  you.	  Miss	  Jean	  says	  ‘why	  don’t	  you	  tell	  him	  to	  save	  
some	   money?’	   I	   say	   ‘save?	   How	   can	   he	   save	   when	   he	   gets	   so	   much	   pum	   pum?”	  
[Jamaican	  vernacular	  for	  sex,	  equivalent	  in	  its	  use	  to	  “pussy”]	  
“You	  gotta…	  you	  gotta	  pay	  for	  the	  pum	  pum!”	  Will	  is	  triumphant	  and	  smiling.	  	  
Becoming	  serious,	  he	  says:	  
“That	  job,	  I	  should	  have	  done	  it	  for	  15	  hundred.”	  
“Which	  one?	  Yesterday’s	  [job]?”	  asks	  Larry.	  
“Yeah.”	  
	   126	  
“No,	  that’s	  too	  much.	  Martha	  [Baker]	  wouldn’t	  have	  gone	  for	   it.	  Listen	  you	  can’t	  write	  
yourself	  out.	  You	  gotta	  compete.	  As	  a	  broker,	  I’m	  hungry,	  but	  I’m	  not	  starving.	  If	  you	  can	  
have	  people	  like	  Miss	  Jean,	  [sir]	  Kevin,	  or	  Martha,	  if	  you	  can	  have	  people	  like	  that	  saying	  
to	  everybody,	  ‘Do	  not	  talk	  to	  me,	  talk	  to	  Larry’,	  what	  does	  that	  tell	  you?	  What	  do	  I	  bring	  
to	  the	  table?	  Blessings!	  Loyalty	  that’s	  something	  you	  have	  to	  earn.	  Miss	  Jean,	  she	  loves	  
you.	  I	  don’t	  know	  why…”	  	  
Larry	  laughs.	  Now	  speaking	  to	  Lauren,	  Larry	  says.	  
“[Miss	  Jean]	  is	  like	  my	  mother.	  She	  is	  84	  years	  old.	  She	  is	  from	  Trinidad.	  She	  would	  love	  
to	  tell	  Will	  what	  to	  do,	  because	  he	  can’t	  do	  the	  right	  thing	  for	  himself.”	  
He	  goes	  on:	  
“It	  has	  been	  five-­‐	  seven	  years,	  and	  I	  always	  found	  Will	  work”.	  
Lauren	  sees	  an	  opportunity	   I	  how	  the	  conversation	  is	  turning	   into.	  She	  is	  making	  hand	  
signs	   to	   Will.	   She	   pushes	   him,	   literally	   with	   her	   elbow,	   as	   if	   he	   was	   about	   to	   dive,	  
apprehensively,	   into	   a	   swimming	   pool.	  Will	   starts	   talking,	  with	   some	   solemnity.	  Will’s	  
voice	  is	  barely	  audible	  and	  understandable.	  All	   I	  can	  understand	  is	  Will	  speaking	  about	  
himself	  at	  the	  third	  person,	  saying	  “Will	  buys	  this	  house”.	  	  
Will	  wants	  to	  buy	  a	  small	  building	  in	  Brooklyn,	  located	  in	  East-­‐Flatbush,	  which	  belongs	  to	  
a	  woman.	  
	  “Why	  didn’t	  you	  call	  me?”	  asks	  Larry.	  “I	  would	  have	  given	  you	  the	  money,	  I	  would	  have	  
put	  my	  name	  and	  give	  you	  the	  mortgage.	  She	  wants	  to	  sell?”	  
“Yeah”	  says	  Will.	  “We	  went	  to	  see	  her	  before,	  but	  I	  don’t	  remember…”	  
“When	  can	  I	  go	  with	  you?”	  asks	  Larry.	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“To	  see	  the	  lady?”	  asks	  Will.	  	  
“Yeah.”	  
“Later	  today?”	  
“No	  let’s	  do	  it	  Tuesday,	  ok?”	  replies	  Larry.	  “If	  the	  woman	  wants	  to	  sell	  the	  house,	  I	  want	  
to	  make	  a	  deal	  with	  you.	  She	  is	  your	  witness	  [pointing	  at	  Lauren].	  I	  get	  the	  money	  to	  put	  
down	  [as	  a	  down	  payment],	  and	  you	  move	  in	  there,	  and	  you	  pay	  the	  mortgage.	  Ok?”	  	  
With	  a	  bright	  smile,	  Lauren	  says:	  
“That	  sounds	  to	  be	  a	  good	  idea.”	  
The	   insurance	   scam	   concatenates	   two	   social	   processes	   that	   illustrate	   the	   nature	   and	  
function	  of	  the	  clique.	  	  
On	  one	  hand,	  it	  is	  an	  economic	  strategy	  grounded	  in	  the	  use	  of	  deception.	  By	  deception	  
is	  meant	   that	   an	  economic	   actor,	   the	   insurance	   company,	   is	   unaware	  of	   the	   relations	  
and	   strategies	   that	   affect	   its	  well-­‐being,	   because	  of	   active	  misrepresentation	  of	   these	  
relations	   and	   strategies	   by	   those	   who	   undertake	   them	   (here	   Larry,	   Martha,	   Will,	  
Ahmed…).	   In	   the	   strategy	   of	   misrepresentation,	   the	   clique	   uses	   the	   institutionalized	  
role-­‐structure	  as	  an	   illusory	   representation,	  a	   false	   reflection	  of	  what	   is	  happening	  on	  
the	  ground,	  addressed	  to	   the	   insurance	  company.	  The	   institutional	  perspective	  on	  the	  
market,	  which	  Martha	  and	  Larry	  assume	  is	  the	  one	  of	  the	  insurance	  company,	  hides	  the	  
reality	   of	   the	   company’s	   environment,	   instead	   of	   summarizing	   it	   faithfully	   enough	  
(Heimer	  1984;	  Stinchcombe	  2001).	  Will	  is	  not	  supposed	  to	  trade	  his	  present	  submission	  
to	  lower	  wages	  and	  his	  willingness	  to	  work	  off	  the	  books,	  against	  Larry’s	  promise	  of	  help	  
in	  becoming	  a	  landlord.	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On	   the	   other	   hand,	   the	   insurance	   scheme	   relies	   on	   a	   collective	   action	   –	   there	   are	  
participants	  to	  the	  scheme.	  Coordination	  is	  achieved	  through	  a	  mixture	  of	  informal	  and	  
reciprocal	   obligations,	  which	   are	   both	   horizontal	   (e.g.	   exchanged	   services	   across	   time	  
periods	  between	  Larry	  and	  Martha)	  and	  hierarchical	  (e.g.	  patronage	  ties	  between	  Larry	  
and	  Will).	  The	  strategy	  of	  predation	  by	  deception	  requires	  a	  subterranean	  coordination.	  
It	   is	  achieved	  in	  a	  heavily	   institutionalized	  and	  regulated	  market	  through	  interpersonal	  
relationships,	  where	  mutual	  oral	  commitments,	  exchanged	  gifts	  and	  services	  transform	  
the	  performance	  of	  formal	  economic	  roles.	  
	  
	  
THE	  CLIQUE	  AS	  PREDATORY	  MACHINE:	  THREE	  CREDIT	  STRATEGIES	  
Miss	  Jean	  is	  a	  retired	  nurse.	  She	  is	  born	  in	  Trinidad	  and	  she	  immigrated	  to	  New	  York	  City	  
in	  the	  1950s.	  She	  holds	  a	  master	  degree	  from	  NYU	  and	  she	  has	  spent	  a	  decade	  in	  several	  
African	  countries,	  working	   in	  various	  hospitals	  for,	  among	  several	  agencies,	  the	  United	  
Nations.	  
Miss	   Jean	  buys	  her	   first	  building	   in	   the	   late	  1950s,	   in	  Brownsville,	  Brooklyn	  a	  place	  of	  
intense	   racial	   struggles	   during	   the	   white	   flight	   from	   the	   1950s	   to	   the	   late	   1970s	  
(Pritchett	   2003,	   Rieder	   1985).	   In	   the	   mid-­‐1970s,	   she	   sells	   the	   building	   to	   buy	   a	  
condominium	   in	   the	  Rockaways	  and	  a	  building	   in	  central	  Brooklyn.	   In	  2000,	  Miss	   Jean	  
sells	   the	   condominium	   apartment,	   moves	   into	   the	   building	   she	   has	   left	   and	   buys	   a	  
second	   building	   in	   central	   Brooklyn.	   The	   building	   is	   locate	   on	   a	   street	   that	   suddenly	  
gentrified	  around	  2007.	  At	  the	  same	  time	  that	  Miss	  Jean	  purchases	  this	  building,	  Larry	  
	   129	  
buys	  the	  parking	  lot	  adjacent	  to	  it	  and	  put	  Miss	  Jean’s	  name	  on	  the	  deed.	  Larry	  wants	  to	  
appear	  as	  if	  he	  has	  no	  possession.	  Even	  the	  car	  he	  drives	  on	  Saturday	  mornings	  belongs	  
to	  Miss	  Jean.	  
Miss	  Jean	  is	  a	  central	  member	  of	  the	  clique.	  	  Larry	  is	  a	  tenant	  in	  the	  building,	  which	  Miss	  
Jean	  lives	  and	  she	  owns.	  Larry	  brings	  her	  every	  Saturday	  morning	  either	  to	  the	  doctor,	  
to	  the	  bank	  or	  to	  Costco.	  	  
But	  Miss	  Jean	  is	  also	  a	  cash	  poor	  landlord.	  
Larry	  advised	  her	  on	  a	  subprime	  loan.	  Larry	  tries	  to	  find	  connections	  inside	  the	  bank	  that	  
owns	  the	  debt	  to	  renegotiate	  the	  loan.	  In	  the	  meantime,	  he	  provides	  her	  with	  informal	  
credit	  so	  that	  she	  does	  not	  face	  foreclosure.	  
“I	  love	  her	  like	  a	  mother.	  Her	  and	  I	  disagree	  on	  a	  lot	  of	  things	  [Miss	  Jean	  is	  a	  Democrat	  
and	   Larry	   is	   a	   Tea-­‐Party	   Republican].	   She	   needed	  money.	   I	   deposited	   it	   on	   her	   bank	  
account	  the	  other	  day.	  When	   I	  closed	  [on	  the	  sale	  of	  Marilyn’s	  building]	   I	  gave	  her	  10	  
grounds.	  She	  needed	  to	  pay	  the	  bills.”	  
“Here	  there	  is	  something	  I	  don’t	  understand”,	  I	  say.	  “How	  come….?”	  
“She	  is	  asset	  rich,	  cash	  poor.”	  Larry	  cuts	  off.	  
“But	  people	  pay	  rent!”	  I	  argue	  back.	  
“No,	   we	   didn’t	   get	   rent	   from	   that	   cocksucker	   [a	   tenant	   who	   is	   gay]	   for	   like	   eight	  
months.”	  
Providing	   cash	   to	   landlords	   who	   are	   cash-­‐strapped	   is	   a	   common	   practice	   of	   Larry,	  
especially	  for	  small	  landlords	  within	  the	  clique.	  As	  a	  manager	  of	  the	  building	  3030,	  Larry	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lent	  $16,000	  to	   the	  owner	   the	  Kay	   family.	  To	  another	   landlord,	  a	  previous	  member	  of	  
the	  clique,	  he	  gave	  $10,000	  to	  pay	  for	  repairs.	  
Larry	  also	  lends	  money	  to	  small	  landlords	  who	  are	  not	  part	  of	  the	  clique.	  In	  such	  cases,	  
lending	  is	  not	  motivated	  by	  a	  sense	  of	  internal	  reciprocity	  that	  ties	  the	  clique	  together.	  
The	  motive	   is	   predatory.	   The	   very	  purpose	  of	   the	   loan	   is	   not	   to	  be	   reimbursed.	   Larry	  
would	   loan	   slightly	   too	   much	   to	   people	   who	   are	   already	   in	   heavy	   debts.	   Similar	   to	  
predation	  based	  on	  deception,	  predation	  based	  on	  credit	  is	  a	  collective	  action	  in	  which	  
the	  peculiar	  internal	  organization	  of	  the	  clique	  is	  critical	  for	  its	  implementation.	  Without	  
the	  clique,	  Larry	  would	  not	  be	  able	  to	  develop	  credit-­‐based	  predatory	  practices.	  
Larry	  develops	  three	  kinds	  of	  predatory	  strategies	  linked	  to	  credit,	  which	  I	  call:	  the	  “loan	  
vs.	   title”	   strategy,	   the	   “friendly	   foreclosure”	   strategy	   and	   the	   “overblown	   credit”	  
strategy.	   Larry	   does	   not	   use	   such	   categories,	   I	   make	   them	   up	   for	   analytical	   and	  
communication	  purposes.	  
The	   first	   strategy,	   is	   “loan	   vs.	   title”.	   This	   strategy	   consists	   in	   lending	   a	   small	   sum	   of	  
money	  –	  a	  few	  thousand	  dollars	  –	  to	  a	  landlord	  who	  is	  struggling	  with	  a	  high	  amount	  of	  
debts	  but	  needs	  to	  invest	  in	  her	  building	  or	  to	  pay	  bills	  in	  order	  to	  make	  more	  money	  in	  
the	  near	  future.	  In	  exchange	  of	  the	  small	  loan,	  the	  landlord	  gives	  to	  Larry	  her	  building	  as	  
a	  collateral.	  If	  the	  landlord	  does	  not	  pay	  back	  the	  loan,	  Larry	  becomes	  the	  owner	  of	  the	  
building,	  upon	  which	  a	  heavy	  mortgage	  still	  bears.	  	  
In	   this	   broad	   mechanics,	   Larry	   targets	   a	   landlord	   who	   fits	   more	   narrowly	   defined	  
predicaments	   –	   predicaments	   that	   constitute	   a	   landlord	   as	   a	   “prey”,	   and	   a	   potential	  
source	   of	   profit.	   The	   suitable	   landlord	   has	   enough	   debt	   that	   banks	   refuse	   any	   loan	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request,	   even	   for	   a	   few	   thousand	   dollars,	   but	   not	   enough	   that	   the	   building’s	   value	   is	  
significantly	  lower	  than	  the	  pending	  mortgage.	  In	  addition,	  the	  landlord	  must	  be	  slightly	  
too	   optimistic,	   or	   too	   naïve,	   about	   the	   impact	   that	   a	   pointed	   and	   limited	   injection	   of	  
cash	  will	  have	  on	  the	  cash	  flow	  the	  building	  yields.	  In	  such	  situations,	  Larry	  hopes	  that	  
by	   lending	   slightly	   too	  much	  money,	   the	   landlord	  will	  default,	   Larry	  will	   take	  over	   the	  
property	   pay	   back	   the	   mortgage	   all	   at	   once	   and	   therefore	   get	   the	   building	   for	   the	  
mortgage	  plus	  the	  micro-­‐loan.	  	  
One	  of	  Larry’s	  early	  attempts	  at	  this	  “loan	  vs.	  property”	  strategy,	  is	  with	  Miss	  Johnson,	  
the	  owner	  a	  building	  in	  central	  Brooklyn,	  referred	  to	  Larry	  by	  Miss	  Williams.	  This	  is	  how	  
Larry	  summarizes	  the	  principle	  of	  the	  strategy,	  its	  spirit:	  	  	  
“Once	  I	  control	  the	  deed,	  I	  pay	  all	  the	  mortgage.	  [Miss	  Johnson’s]	  got	  a	  small	  mortgage,	  
she’s	  got	  $200,000	  or	  less	  mortgage,	  the	  house	  worth	  blindfolded	  $250,000	  -­‐	  $300,000.	  
I	   have	   enough	   juice	   [money	   available	   through	   the	   clique],	   I	   pay	   the	  mortgage	   in	   one	  
shot.	  And	  I	  have	  the	  deed.”	  
“That’s	  crazy.	  You	  can	  get	  the	  house	  for	  very	  cheap.”	  	  
“That’s	  what	  the	  Orthodox	  [Jews]	  do.	  They	  choke	  you.”	  	  
If	   the	  principle	   is	   to	  “choke”	  a	  weak	   landlord	  with	  a	  micro	   loan	   in	  order	   to	  snatch	  the	  
ownership	  of	  a	  building,	  the	  execution	  of	  the	  strategy	  is	  complex	  and	  uncertain.	  Larry	  is	  
still	   experimenting	   how	   best	   to	   do	   it.	   His	   first	   series	   of	   attempt	   is	   to	   use	   the	   legal	  
instrument	   of	   “lien”	   24.	   A	   lien	   is	   a	   document	  whereby	   a	   property	   is	   charged	  with	   the	  
payment	  of	  a	  debt.	  A	   lien	  gives	  some	  rights	   to	  a	  creditor	  over	  a	  debtor’s	  property,	   so	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24	   “A	   lien	   is	   any	   official	   claim	   or	   charge	   against	   property	   or	   funds	   for	   payment	   of	   a	   debt	   or	   an	   amount	   owed	   for	  
services	  rendered.”	  http://dictionary.law.com/Default.aspx?selected=1160	  Hill	  (2002)	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that	  the	  former	  can	  use	  the	  later	  to	  get	  back	  the	  money	  that	  is	  owed	  to	  her.	  A	  mortgage	  
is	  a	  specific	  kind	  of	  lien.	  
Larry	   loaned	   $10,000	   to	  Miss	   Johnson.	   In	   exchange,	   he	   received	   a	   promissory	   note25.	  
When	  Miss	  Johnson	  defaulted	  on	  the	  loan,	  Larry	  filed	  a	  lien	  using	  the	  promissory	  note,	  
before	  the	  other	  creditors	  of	  Miss	  Johnson.	  Because	  he	  filed	  the	  lien	  first,	  Larry	  was	  able	  
to	  secure	  the	  deed	  of	  her	  building,	  making	  Larry	  the	  owner	  of	  Miss	  Johnson’s	  building26.	  
However,	  the	  process	  was	  successfully	  contested	  by	  the	  other	  creditors,	  who	  argued	  in	  
Court	  there	  was	  fraud.	  These	  creditors	  recovered	  their	  money	  and	  Larry	  was	  never	  able	  
to	   become	   the	   uncontested	   owner	   of	   the	   building.	   (Larry	   believes	   that	   the	   other	  
creditors	  of	  Miss	  Johnson	  were	  also	  fraudsters).	  
“I	   have	  been	   in	   court	  with	   [the	  other	   creditors	   of	  Miss	   Johnson]	   forever.	   I	   loan	   [Miss	  
Johnson]	  some	  money	  [$10,000]	  and	  I	  took	  the	  deed	  as	  a	  collateral	  [here	  Larry	  makes	  a	  
shortcut	  in	  the	  legal	  process].	  And	  I	  fucked	  [Miss	  Johnson]	  because	  I	  filed	  that	  lien	  right	  
away	   [after	   she	   defaulted	   on	   her	   loan].	   And	   I	   came	   two	   days	   before	   they	   [the	   other	  
borrowers]	  came	  [to	  file	  their	  liens].	  So	  theoretically	  my	  lien	  is	  first.”	  
“Theoretically	  ok,	  but	  practically,	  why	  is	  there	  a	  debate	  [with	  the	  other	  creditors]?”	  
“Because	  they	  say	  it	  is	  a	  fraud.”	  	  
“Is	  it	  a	  fraud	  or	  not?”	  I	  ask.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25	  “A	  promissory	  note	  is	  a	  written,	  signed,	  unconditional	  promise	  to	  pay	  a	  certain	  amount	  of	  money	  on	  demand	  at	  a	  
specified	  time.	  A	  written	  promise	  to	  pay	  money	  that	   is	  often	  used	  as	  a	  means	  to	  borrow	  funds	  or	  take	  out	  a	   loan.”	  
http://legal-­‐dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/promissory+note	  The	  Gale	  Group	  (2008)	  	  
26	  “A	  deed	  is	  a	  written	  document,	  which	  has	  been	  signed	  and	  delivered,	  by	  which	  one	  individual,	  the	  grantor,	  conveys	  
title	  to	  real	  property	  to	  another	  individual,	  the	  grantee.”	  http://legal-­‐dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/deed	  The	  Gale	  
Group	  (2008)	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Larry	  tilts	  his	  head	  on	  the	  side,	  hesitating	  about	  what	  to	  say,	  and	  finally	  decides	  not	  to	  
answer	  my	  question27.	  	  
What	  Larry	  discovers	  through	  his	  difficulties	  with	  Miss	  Johnson	  and	  her	  creditors	  is	  that	  
transforming	  a	  loan	  into	  a	  property	  title	  is	  a	  highly	  convoluted	  process	  and	  involves	  a	  lot	  
of	   legal	  proceedings.	  The	  American	   legal	   system	  about	   securing	  debt	  upon	  real	  estate	  
property	   is	  meant	   to	   avoid	   this	   kind	   of	   strategy.	   The	   law	   creates	   instruments	   (called	  
“liens”)	  for	  debtors	  to	  provide	  security	  to	  their	  creditors	  without	  transferring	  ownership	  
of	  their	  property	  to	  the	  creditors.	  For	   instance,	  a	  mortgage	   includes	  a	  “power	  of	  sale”	  
given	  to	  the	  creditor	  on	  the	  piece	  of	  real	  estate	  owned	  by	  the	  debtor28.	   It	  means	  that	  
the	   creditor	   can	   force	   the	   sale	  of	   the	  property	  or	   ask	   the	   legal	   system	   to	  do	   the	   sale	  
(“judicial	  foreclosure”),	  if	  the	  debtor	  is	  defaulting	  on	  her	  obligations	  toward	  the	  creditor.	  
The	  creditor	  has	  extensive	  rights	  over	  the	  property	   (chiefly	   the	  power	  of	  sale)	  but	  not	  
ownership29.	  In	  the	  case	  of	  a	  “mechanics’	  lien”	  there	  is	  an	  even	  greater	  disentanglement	  
of	  securing	  debt	  and	  the	  transfer	  of	  ownership.	  A	  mechanics	   lien	   is	  a	   legal	   instrument	  
that	   is	  used	  constantly	  by	  building	  contractors	  when	  owners	  do	  not	  pay	  for	  repairs.	   In	  
such	   a	   lien,	   there	   is	   no	   power	   of	   sale	   similar	   to	   the	  mortgage;	   it	   is	   only	   a	   priority	   of	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27	  Larry	  is	  aware	  that	  I	  am	  recording	  most	  of	  our	  conversations.	  (Because	  I’m	  not	  perfectly	  fluent	  in	  English,	  recording	  
in	  complement	  to	  written	  field	  notes	  is	  a	  way	  to	  get	  the	  most	  accurate	  view	  of	  my	  field	  site).	  He	  also	  told	  me	  many	  
times	  during	  my	  fieldwork	  that	  he	  does	  not	  “show	  me	  everything”	  or	  “tell	  me	  everything”.	  Larry	  trusts	  me	  but	  he	  is	  
careful	  to	  protect	  his	  interests.	  
28	  “Power	  of	  sale	  is	  a	  clause	  commonly	  inserted	  in	  a	  mortgage	  or	  deed	  of	  trust	  that	  grants	  the	  creditor	  or	  trustee	  the	  
right	   and	  authority,	   upon	  default	   in	   the	  payment	  of	   the	  debt,	   to	   advertise	   and	   sell	   the	  property	   at	  public	   auction,	  
without	  resorting	  to	  a	  court	  for	  authorization	  to	  do	  so.”	  http://legal-­‐dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/Power+of+Sale	  
29	  Of	   course,	   banks,	   often	  become	  owners	   of	   the	  property	   of	   a	   delinquent	   debtor.	   It	   can	  happen	   in	   several	   cases,	  
included	  two	  of	  major	  importance;	  when	  the	  property	  in	  forced	  sale	  does	  not	  find	  a	  buyer	  and	  when	  the	  bank	  uses	  in	  
accordance	  with	  the	  owner	  a	  “deed	  in	  lieu	  of	  foreclosure”.	  (Definition:	  “A	  deed	  in	  lieu	  is	  an	  instrument	  transferring	  
title	   to	   real	   property	   to	   a	   mortgage	   lender	   without	   the	   necessity	   of	   going	   through	   the	   foreclosure	   process”	  
http://financial-­‐dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/deed+in+lieu+of+foreclosure	  Evans	  and	  Evans	  (2007)	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payment,	  before	  the	  owner	  herself,	  when	  the	  property	  is	  sold.	  But	  the	  decision	  of	  selling	  
is	  not	  transferred	  to	  the	  creditor30.	  	  
A	   lien	   is	   a	   category	   of	   legal	   instruments	   that	   include	  mortgage,	   mechanics	   liens	   and	  
many	   other	   kinds,	   is	   an	   inadequate	   for	   Larry.	   It	   is	   meant	   to	   prevent	   the	   predatory	  
strategy	  that	  Larry	  is	  trying	  to	  implement.	  
Therefore,	  Larry	  develops	  a	  second	  credit	  strategy.	  In	  exchange	  of	  the	  small	  loan,	  Larry	  
does	  not	  want	  to	  have	  a	  promissory	  note	  and	  to	  file	  a	  lien,	  but	  to	  have	  the	  deed	  of	  the	  
property	  signed	  under	  the	  name	  of	  someone	  else	  from	  the	  clique.	  For	  reasons	  that	  he	  
does	  not	  make	  explicit,	  Larry	  does	  not	  want	  to	  have	  the	  deed	  in	  his	  name.	  Larry	  believes	  
that	  using	  the	  name	  of	  someone	  else	  makes	  his	  position	  safer.	  	  
“There	  is	  a	  girl	  I’m	  helping”	  Larry	  tells	  me.	  “She	  needs	  $900.	  I	  gave	  her	  $1500	  to	  pay	  the	  
bills.	  I	  like	  [her]	  house.	  If	  she	  needs	  10	  grounds,	  I’m	  gonna	  give	  her	  10	  grounds.”	  
Larry	  is	  pushing	  for	  this	  landlord	  to	  borrow	  slightly	  too	  much.	  
“And	  you’re	  gonna	  put	  a	  lien	  [on	  the	  house]?”	  
	  “No.	   I	   don’t	   do	   liens.	   I’ll	   take	   the	   deed.	   She’ll	   sign	   over	   the	   deed	   to	  me.	   Not	   on	  my	  
name,	  on	  somebody	  else’s	  name.”	  
“What?	  Why?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Because	   if	   I	   have	   the	   deed,	   I	   own	   the	   property!	   Not	   the	  mortgage,	   I	   don’t	  want	   no	  
mortgage	  note,	  nor	  lien,	  that’s	  all	  bullshit!”	  
“Wait,	  wait.	  I’m	  not	  sure	  to	  understand	  everything.”	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30	  “A	  mechanics	  lien	  is	  charge	  or	  claim	  upon	  the	  property	  of	  another	  individual	  as	  security	  for	  a	  debt	  that	  is	  created	  in	  
order	  to	  obtain	  priority	  of	  payment	  of	  the	  price	  or	  value	  of	  work	  that	  is	  performed	  and	  materials	  that	  are	  provided	  in	  
the	  erection	  or	  repair	  of	  a	  building	  or	  other	  structure”	  http://legal-­‐dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/Mechanic's+Lien	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“She	  wants	  to	  borrow	  money.	  So	  instead	  of	  writing	  a	  promissory	  note	  that	  I	  have	  to	  go	  
to	  court	  to	  enforce	  it,	  instead	  of	  writing	  a	  mortgage	  that	  I	  have	  to	  foreclose,	  I	  go	  straight	  
to	  the	  deed.”	  
Larry	  expresses	  his	  dissatisfaction	  with	  how	  it	  went	  Miss	  Johnson.	  
“Ok.	  And	  why	  don’t	  you	  want	  the	  deed	  under	  your	  name?”	  
“Because	  of…	  hum…”	  Larry	  is	  hesitating.	  “Because	  I	  don’t	  want	  to.	  There	  are	  reasons	  for	  
that.	  It	  simplifies	  my	  life.”	  
Seeing	  that	  Larry	  is	  not	  willing	  to	  go	  further	  in	  this	  direction,	  I	  ask.	  
“Who	  would	  agree	  to	  have…?"	  
“…	  The	  deed	  on	  their	  name?”	  says	  Larry	  (correctly)	  finishing	  my	  question.	  	  
“Yes.	  Why	  someone”	  I	  ask,	  “would	  agree	  [to	  have	  a	  deed	  on	  her	  name]	  when	  you	  don’t	  
want	  to?”	  
“Because	  my	  circle	  is	  that	  tight.	  When	  people	  call	  Sir	  Kevin,	  Lee	  [Leonard,	  a.k.a.	  ‘the	  old	  
man’],	  or	  Miss	  Jean,	  they	  all	  say	  the	  same	  thing:	  ‘Don’t	  talk	  to	  me,	  talk	  to	  Larry.’	  That’s	  
loyalty.”	  
“This	  I	  understand,	  but…”	  I	  say,	  but	  Larry	  cuts	  me	  again.	  
“Why	  I	  don’t	  want	  to	  have	  the	  deed	  on	  my	  name?	  For	  legal	  purposes	  and	  or	  taxes.”	  
“Ok	  taxes”	  I	  say.	  
“Taxes	  and	  legal”,	  adds	  Larry.	  
“What	  do	  you	  mean	  ‘legal’?”	  	  
“I	  don’t	  want	  anybody	   to	  know	   that	   I	  own	   this	  or	   that.	  Because	   they	  don’t	  need	   to.	   I	  
want	  to	  be	  judgment	  proof.”	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The	  clique	  provides	  Larry	  with	  the	  degree	  of	  furtiveness	  that	   is	  required	  to	   implement	  
efficacious	  credit-­‐based	  predatory	  strategy.	  
“Ok	  does	  it	  mean	  that…?"	  I	  am	  now	  hesitating.	  “Can	  I	  ask?”	  
“Yeah!”	  
“Ok,	  so	  who	  is	  it	  [in	  the	  clique	  who	  is	  going	  to	  have	  the	  deed]?	  Is	  it	  Lee?”	  
“It	  could	  be	  Lee.	  It	  could	  anybody	  I	  want.”	  
“Can	  I	  ask	  you	  another	  question?”	  
“You	  can	  ask	  me	  anything	  you	  want.	  The	  worst	  I	  can	  do	  is	  say	  no,	  right?”	  
“Ok	  why	  the	  woman	  who	  borrows	  $10,000,	  needs	  10,000	  from	  you?”	  	  
“Because	  she	  has	  no	  money,	  she	  is	  in	  debts	  and	  she	  needs	  to	  fix	  the	  house.	  
“She	  cannot	  borrow	  from	  [the	  bank]…”	  
“She	  has	  bad	  credit.	  And	  I’m	  tired	  to	  secure	  myself	  from	  here	  to	  there	  [from	  promissory	  
note,	  to	  lien,	  to	  deed].	  It	  has	  to	  be	  straight.	  I	  got	  to	  be	  in	  control.	  If	  I’m	  not	  in	  control,	  go	  
to	  the	  bank.	   I	  don’t	  want	  the	  deed	  on	  my	  name,	   I’ll	  have	  on	  Miss	  Jean,	  Sir	  Kevin,	  Lee.	  
Those	  people	  I	  trust,	  and	  they	  trust	  me.	  And	  that’s	  the	  end	  of	  it.	  Loyalty	  is	  there.	  I’m	  not	  
gonna	  go	  to	  the	  assicura,	  the	  bullshit,	  the	  courts.	  Na.”	  
A	  “friendly	  foreclosure”	  is	  a	  second	  predatory	  strategy	  that	  Larry	  is	  trying	  to	  develop.	  	  
Usually,	  “friendly	  foreclosure”	  is	  the	  common	  name	  for	  a	  proceeding	  called	  “deed	  in	  lieu	  
of	  foreclosure”31.	  Here	  Larry	  gives	  a	  related	  yet	  different	  meaning	  to	  the	  notion	  and	  the	  
economic	  practices	  associated	  to	  it.	  Larry	  explains	  the	  strategy	  this	  way:	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31	  See	  previous	  note	  for	  a	  definition	  of	  “deed	  in	  lieu	  of	  foreclosure”	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“There	   is	  a	  house	   I’m	   looking	  at	   in	  East-­‐Flatbush.	  The	  guy	  who	  owns	  the	  house	  hasn’t	  
paid	  the	  mortgage	  since	  2007	  [the	  discussion	  takes	  place	  end	  of	  summer	  2012].	  That’s	  
[a	   friend	   of]	   Caleb	   [the	   criminal	   lawyer,	   a	   new	   recruit	   to	   the	   clique].	   He	   wanted	  
$550,000	  for	  the	  note	  [i.e.	  the	  loan].	  I	  gave	  $350,000.	  He	  said	  no.	  Now	  I’ll	  give	  $225,000.	  
Because	  Caleb	  and	  I	  are	  playing	  a	  new	  tactic.	  Caleb	  will	  put	  $100,000,	  I’ll	  put	  $100,000,	  
and	  Lee	  will	  put	  $100,000.	  We	  buy	   the	  note.	  We	  have	  a	   friendly	   foreclosure.	  We	  give	  
$25,000	  to	  the	  owner.	  He	  is	  moving	  out.	  And	  we	  flip	  [the	  house]	  for	  like	  double.	  But	  that	  
takes	  time	  to	  work	  on	  these	  projects.”	  	  
Larry	  tells	  an	  unusual	  story.	  The	  owner	  of	  a	  house	  in	  foreclosure	  is	  negotiating	  the	  value	  
of	  a	  “note”,	  meaning	  the	  loan	  he	  cannot	  repay.	  How	  is	  it	  possible?	  In	  principle,	  it	  is	  the	  
bank,	   the	  creditor,	  not	   the	  debtor,	  who	  can	  negotiate	  the	  value	  of	   the	   loan.	  A	  second	  
puzzling	   element	   of	   Larry’s	   story	   is	   that	   it	   seems	   that	   the	   owner	   is	   ready	   to	   do	   a	  
“friendly	  foreclosure”	  with	  Larry,	  Caleb	  and	  Lee	  but	  not	  with	  the	  bank.	  Why	  is	  that?	  	  
Larry	   does	   not	   provide	   clear	   explanations	   of	   the	   case.	   However,	   analyzing	   in	   details	  
what	  Larry	  is	  saying,	  one	  can	  come	  up	  with	  a	  plausible	  scenario	  about	  what	  is	  going	  on	  –	  
or	   at	   least	   one	   can	   excavate	   how	   Larry	   understands	   the	   situation,	   how	   he	   sees	   in	   it	  
sources	  for	  profit.	  	  
The	   property	   owner	   is	   in	   unusual	   position.	   He	   is	   unable	   or	   unwilling	   to	   repay	   his	  
mortgage,	  but	  he	  seems	  also	  able	  to	  hold	  on	  the	  foreclosure	  process	  and	  stay	  put	  in	  his	  
home	   in	   spite	   of	   being	   delinquent	   on	   his	   mortgage.	   It	   is	   an	   unusual	   situation,	   but	   it	  
seems	   durable.	   It	   has	   been	   going	   on	   for	   five	   years.	   The	   owner	   has	   therefore	   some	  
leverage	  on	  the	  value	  of	  the	  debt.	  Staying	  put	  without	  paying	  his	  mortgage,	  the	  owner	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impacts	   negatively	   the	   market	   value	   of	   the	   note.	   But	   the	   owner	   cannot	   directly	  
monetize	  the	  leverage	  he	  has	  on	  the	  bank.	  He	  needs	  to	  find	  someone	  else,	  a	  third	  party,	  
willing	  to	  reward	  him	  for	  this	  capacity.	  	  
The	  deal	   that	   is	   in	   the	  making	   is	   the	  following:	   first,	   the	  property	  owner	  acts	   in	  a	  way	  
that	  decreases	  the	  value	  of	  the	  bank’s	  note,	  meaning	  he	  stays	  put	  while	  not	  paying	  its	  
mortgage;	   second,	   a	   third	   party	   (Larry,	   Caleb	   and	   Lee	   from	   the	   clique)	   buys	   the	   note	  
from	  the	  bank	  at	  a	  discounted	  price;	   third,	   the	  clique	  and	  the	  owner	  make	  a	  “friendly	  
foreclosure”,	  meaning	   the	   property	   owner	   gives	   his	   property	   title	   to	   Larry,	   Caleb	   and	  
Lee	   in	   exchange	   of	   the	   note	   and	   some	   money.	   The	   initial	   property	   owner	   leaves	   a	  
complex	   financial	   situation	  with	   some	  money	  and	  no	  outstanding	  debt	  and	   the	  clique	  
becomes	  the	  owner	  of	  a	  house	  at	  a	  discounted	  cost.	  	  
For	   the	  clique	   the	  cost	  of	  acquisition	   is	  equal	   to	  cost	  of	  purchasing	   the	  note	   from	  the	  
bank	  plus	   the	   cash	  payment	   to	   the	  owner,	   plus	   the	   transactions	   costs	   (there	   are	   two	  
transactions:	   one	   with	   the	   bank,	   and	   one	   with	   the	   owner),	   which	   I	   do	   not	   take	   into	  
account	  here.	  	  
The	  monetary	  profit	  made	  by	  the	  clique	  is	  equal	  to	  the	  difference	  between	  the	  market	  
value	  of	  the	  house	  and	  the	  cost	  of	  acquisition	  of	  the	  house.	  	  
The	   bank	   is	   the	   economic	   actor	   losing	   money,	   in	   comparison	   to	   a	   market	   situation	  
where	  there	  is	  no	  such	  a	  thing	  as	  a	  clique	  and	  possibilities	  for	  subterranean	  agreement	  
between	  the	  owner	  with	  leverage	  and	  the	  clique.	  The	  bank	  is	  the	  prey.	  
If	   the	  owner	  and	   the	  clique	  have	  a	   common	   interest	   in	  exploiting	   the	   situation	  at	   the	  
expense	  of	  the	  bank,	  they	  have	  opposing	  interests	  in	  sharing	  the	  “surplus”.	  The	  surplus	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is	  the	  difference	  between	  the	  market	  value	  of	  the	  house	  and	  the	  cost	  of	  purchasing	  the	  
discounted	   note	   from	   the	   bank	   plus	   the	   transaction	   costs.	   This	   surplus	   is	   where	   the	  
profit	   for	   the	  clique	  and	   the	   remuneration	  of	   the	  owner’s	   leverage	  on	   the	  bank	  come	  
from.	   The	   negotiation	   between	   the	   owner	   and	   the	   clique	   is	   about	   how	   to	   share	   this	  
amount.	  
	  
Surplus	  =	  Market	  Value	  of	  the	  House	  –	  Cost	  of	  Purchasing	  the	  Note	  from	  the	  Bank	  
	  
The	  Clique’s	  Profit	  =	  Market	  Value	  of	  the	  House	  –	  (Cost	  of	  Purchasing	  the	  Note	  from	  the	  
Bank	  +	  Payment	  to	  the	  Owner	  for	  a	  Friendly	  Foreclosure)	  
	  
Surplus	  =	  The	  Clique’s	  Profit	  +	  the	  Payment	  to	  the	  Owner	  for	  a	  Friendly	  Foreclosure	  
	  
Let’s	  try	  to	  put	  numbers	  on	  these	  various	  elements.	  
When	   Larry	   says	   that	   the	   owner	   “wanted	   $550,000	   for	   the	   note”	   he	  means	   the	   total	  
cost	   of	   buying	   the	   note	   from	   the	   bank	   and	   paying	   the	   owner	   to	   make	   the	   “friendly	  
foreclosure”.	  	  
But	   Larry,	   Caleb,	   and	   Lee	   refuse	   the	   owner’s	   proposition.	   They	   make	   a	   counter-­‐
proposition,	  $225,000	  for	  the	  note	  and	  the	  friendly	  foreclosure.	  They	  are	  “low-­‐balling”	  
the	   owner,	   meaning	   they	   give	   a	   significantly	   lower	   price	   than	   the	   one	   asked	   by	   the	  
owner,	  at	  the	  risk	  of	  cutting	  short,	  but	  temporarily,	  the	  negotiation.	  Larry,	  Caleb	  and	  Lee	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give	  themselves	  some	  room	  for	   the	  negotiation.	  They	  want	   to	  put	  a	   total	  of	  $300,000	  
into	  the	  deal,	  including	  $25,000	  as	  a	  payment	  to	  the	  owner.	  	  	  
Therefore	  
$300,000	  =	  Cost	  of	  Purchasing	  the	  Note	   from	  the	  Bank	  +	  Payment	  to	   the	  Owner	   for	  a	  
Friendly	  Foreclosure	  
and	  	  
$25,000	  =	  Payment	  to	  the	  Owner	  for	  a	  Friendly	  Foreclosure	  
Therefore,	  
$275,000	  =	  Estimated	  Cost	  of	  Purchasing	  the	  Note	  from	  the	  Bank	  	  
Here	  transactions	  costs	  are	  extremely	  difficult	  to	  estimate	  because	  of	  the	  “transactional	  
work”,	   contracting,	   financing,	   brokering	   are	   “in-­‐house”	   –	   i.e.	   part	   of	   the	   internal	  
organization	  of	  clique,	  Larry	  being	  the	  broker	  and	  Caleb	  a	  lawyer.	  Therefore,	  I	  do	  not	  try	  
to	  estimate	  these	  costs,	  and	  make	  a	  reasoning	  abstracted	  from	  them.	  
Larry	   believes	   he	   can	   flip	   the	   property	   and	   double	   the	   amount	   invested,	   setting	   the	  
estimated	  market	  value	  of	  the	  building	  of	  about	  $600,000.	  
Because:	  
The	  Surplus	  =	  Market	  Value	  of	  the	  House	  –	  Cost	  of	  Purchasing	  the	  Note	  from	  the	  Bank	  
Then”	  
The	  Surplus	  =	  $600,000	  -­‐	  $275,000	  	  
The	  Surplus	  =	  $325,000	  
The	  clique	  and	  the	  owner	  must	  come	  to	  a	  negotiated	  agreement	  on	  how	  to	  share	  this	  
surplus.	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Initially,	   the	  owner	  made	  a	  proposition	  at	  $550,000	   leaving	  about	  $50,000	  of	  profit	   to	  
the	   clique	   and	   getting	   $275,000	   for	   him	   ($275,000	   =	   325,000	   of	   surplus	   -­‐	   $50,000	   of	  
profit	  for	  the	  clique).	  The	  clique	  refused	  such	  deal.	  The	  target	  agreement	  for	  Larry	  is	  the	  
exact	  opposite	  of	  the	  one	  proposed	  by	  the	  owner:	  to	  hand	  $25,000	  to	  the	  owner	  and	  to	  
make	  a	  profit	  of	  about	  $300,000.	  
There	   are	   many	   details	   missing	   in	   this	   case.	   	   It	   is	   difficult	   to	   assess	   under	   which	  
conditions	  such	  situation	  emerges.	  It	  is	  difficult	  to	  assess	  the	  figures.	  And,	  above	  all,	  it	  is	  
difficult	   to	   assess	   whether	   Larry	   and	   the	   clique’s	   strategy	   has	   good	   chances	   to	   be	  
realized.	  Will	  the	  bank	  agree	  to	  negotiate	  with	  the	  clique	  the	  note	  at	  a	  discounted	  price?	  
Will	  the	  owner	  agree	  to	  a	  friendly	  foreclosure	  when	  the	  time	  comes?	  How	  realistic	  is	  the	  
strategy	  remains	  unclear.	  What	   is	  clear,	  however,	   is	   the	  strategy	  that	  Larry,	  Caleb	  and	  
Lee	  have	  in	  mind	  –	  i.e.	  how	  they	  read	  the	  situation.	  
The	  last	  credit	  strategy	  of	  Larry	  is	  to	  exaggerate	  the	  money	  owned	  by	  a	  landlord	  to	  one	  
of	  the	  members	  of	  the	  clique,	  and	  to	  force	  the	  sale	  of	  the	  landlord’s	  building	  to	  redeem	  
the	  “owed”	  money.	  	  
Larry	  explains	  the	  strategy,	  one	  morning	  in	  front	  of	  3030.	  Larry,	  Andres	  and	  I	  have	  just	  
met	  Christopher	  Marlowe.	  Christopher	   is	  an	  artist.	  He	   is	  a	  Haitian	   immigrant	  and	  he	   is	  
the	  partner	  of	  Jacqueline,	  a	  French	  immigrant	  from	  the	  Caribbean.	  Christopher	  came	  to	  
visit	   3030,	   the	   building	   owned	   by	   the	   Kay	   family,	   where	   Andres	   works	   as	   a	  
superintendent.	   When	   Christopher	   leaves,	   Larry,	   Andres	   and	   I	   have	   the	   following	  
conversation:	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“He’s	   an	   artist!”	   says	   Larry	   laughing	   about	   Christopher.	   “[Christopher]	   is	   living	   with	  
Jacqueline.	  Jacqueline	  is	  someone	  I	  sued	  as	  a	  tenant	  few	  years	  ago,	  for	  $20.000.	  We	  get	  
a	   judgment	   for	  $15,000.	   I	  put	  a	   lien	  on	  her	  house.	   I	  went	   to	  small	   claim	  court	   for	   the	  
money	  she	  owes	  me,	  by	  the	  time	  we	  finish	  she	  owed	  us	  over	  $100,000	  between	  Miss	  
Jean	  and	  me.	  She	  is	  from	  Martinique,	  he’s	  from	  Haiti.	  I’m	  suing	  them,	  but	  she	  works	  for	  
a	  bank.	  She	   is	   fucked	  up	   in	  her	   life.	  She	  was	  married	  to	  a	  Haitian	  guy	  [before],	  he	   is	  a	  
loser,	  she	  got	  two	  kids,	  so	  what	  does	  she	  do?	  She	  opens	  up	  a	  business	  and	  she	  takes	  up	  
another	  business.	  Then	  she	  starts	   fooling	  around	  with	  a	   lover	  on	  the	  side,	  Christopher	  
Marlowe.	   She	  gets	  pregnant	  while	   she’s	   still	  married,	  now	   they	  go	   through	  a	  divorce.	  
She	   got	   a	   brownstone	   in	   Fort	   Greene.	   I	   put	   a	   lien	   on	   that	   house,	   by	   the	   time	  we’re	  
finished	  she	  will	  own	  a	  $100,000	  plus.	  She’s	  gonna	  pay	  because	  I’m	  gonna	  force	  the	  sale	  
through	  the	  Sheriff,	   for	  my	  time	  filing	  the	  paper	  we	  give	  $5,000	  to	  the	  Sheriff	  and	  we	  
auction	  the	  property.”	  	  
Larry	   is	   trying	   to	  major	  as	  much	  as	  possible	   the	  money	   that	  people	  may	  owe	  him.	  He	  
wants	  the	  court	  to	  certify	  that	  such	  inflated	  amount	  is	  owed	  to	  him	  by	  the	  landlord.	  He	  
then	  starts	  the	  process	  of	  forcing	  the	  sale	  of	  a	  property	  (once	  again	  Larry	  is	  jumping	  fast	  
from	  a	  lien	  to	  a	  force	  sale).	  He	  hopes	  to	  get	  the	  inflated	  amount	  of	  money	  that	  is	  owed	  
to	  him.	  
Noticing	  the	  moral	  ambiguity	  of	  this	  strategy,	  Larry	  adds	  quite	  unpersuasively:	  
“Money	  is	  not	  my	  God.	  I	  still	  do	  what	  I	  enjoy,	  I	  still	  have	  a	  dollar	  in	  my	  pocket,	  I	  travel,	  I	  
go	  out.”	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A	   variation	   on	   this	   theme	   happens	   with	   the	   Kay	   family.	   They	   Kay	   family	   owns	   three	  
buildings	  in	  central	  Brooklyn,	  including	  3030,	  which	  is	  by	  far	  their	  biggest	  property,	  with	  
twenty-­‐six	  units.	  During	   the	   first	  half	  of	  my	   fieldwork,	   Larry	   is	   trying	   to	   sell	   3030	   (see	  
chapter	   7).	   In	   the	   second	   half,	   Larry	   changes	   strategy.	   The	   shift	   is	   the	   product	   of	   a	  
realization.	  Larry	  notices	  that	  he	  would	  not	  be	  able	  to	  find	  a	  buyer	  at	  the	  price	  the	  Kay	  
family	  is	  asking.	  Buyers	  make	  offers	  that	  are	  $200,000	  to	  $300,000	  lower	  than	  the	  Kays’	  
expectations.	   Larry	   believes	   the	   Kays	   do	   not	   respect	   their	   side	   of	   the	  moral	   contract	  
within	   the	   clique	  by	   sticking	   to	  an	  unrealistic	  price.	   In	   addition,	   they	  are	   less	   and	   less	  
interested	  in	  Larry’s	  advice.	  	  
Larry	   decides	   to	   shift	   strategy	   and	   to	   sue	   the	   Kays	   for	   $16,000	   of	   unpaid	   debts.	   He	  
claims	  he	  made	  expenses	  for	  repairs	  on	  behalf	  of	  the	  family	  as	  a	  building	  manager.	  The	  
Kays	   fire	   Larry	  and	  claim	   the	  amount	   reported	  by	   Larry	   is	   inflated.	  They	   say	   Larry	  has	  
engaged	   in	   expenses	   they	   never	   authorized.	   Larry	   hopes	   to	   force	   the	   sale	   of	   the	  
building.	  
When	  I	  leave	  the	  field,	  the	  case	  is	  still	  open	  in	  court.	  An	  exact	  similar	  case	  with	  a	  former	  
member	  of	  the	  clique	  is	  also	  pending.	  Larry	  can	  use	  the	  internal	  dynamics	  of	  the	  clique	  
against	  a	  landlord	  who	  does	  not	  abide	  by	  the	  moral	  contract	  of	  selling	  the	  building.	  	  
*	  
The	  predatory	  strategies	  based	  on	  credit	  seem	  to	  be	  not	  systematic.	  They	  rely	  on	  tiny,	  
local	   and	  unique	  bits	   of	   information,	  which	   can	  be	   collected	  only	   by	   economic	   actors	  
who	   are	   very	   close	   to	   the	   situation.	   However,	   the	   conditions	   under	   which	   such	  
strategies	  come	  to	  make	  sense	  are	  systematic.	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On	  one	  hand,	  credit	   scams	  assume	  a	  disconnection	  between	  the	  value	  of	   the	  building	  
and	   the	   cash	   flow	   it	   brings	   to	   the	   owner.	   Cash	   flows	   can	   be	   simply	   defined	   as	   the	  
difference	   between	   the	   sum	   of	   rents	   collected	   (“the	   rent	   roll”)	   and	   the	   sum	   of	  
operational	  costs	  and	  taxes.	  In	  central	  Brooklyn,	  a	  building	  yielding	  small	  cash	  flows	  has	  
still	   significant	   value	   on	   the	  market.	   A	   possible	   reason	   for	   such	   fact	   being	   the	   shared	  
expectations	  among	  real	  estate	  investors	  and	  landlords	  that	  present	  cash	  flows	  do	  not	  
faithfully	  reflect	  the	  cash	  flows	  of	  tomorrow,	  which	  are	  significant	  for	  the	  market	  value	  
of	   a	  building.	  Behind	   the	  distinction	  between	  cash	   flow	   today	  and	   tomorrow,	   there	   is	  
the	   idea	  of	  an	  area’s	  potential	   for	   (further)	  gentrification.	  Such	  approach	   is	   consistent	  
with	   the	   fact	   that	   two	   buildings	  with	   similar	   cash	   flow	   profiles	   have	   different	  market	  
values	  if	  they	  are	  located	  in	  different	  parts	  of	  New	  York	  City.	  In	  the	  Bronx	  the	  same	  rent	  
roll	  is	  cheaper	  than	  in	  Brooklyn32	  (see	  chapter	  7).	  The	  housing	  actors	  I	  have	  observed	  are	  
only	  dimly	  aware	  of	  the	  possible	  explanations	  for	  why	  cash	  flow	  is	  cheaper	  in	  the	  Bronx	  
than	   in	  Brooklyn,	  or	   for	  why	  building	  with	   tiny	   cash	   flows	   still	  have	   significant	  market	  
value.	   They	   do	   not	   need	   to	   evoke	   expectations	   of	   gentrification	   to	   account	   for	   a	   fact	  
that	  is	  not	  problematic	  to	  them.	  The	  rent	  roll	  is	  just	  more	  expensive	  in	  Brooklyn	  than	  in	  
the	   Bronx.	   Building	   with	   tiny	   cash	   flows	   just	   have	   significant	   market	   value	   in	   central	  
Brooklyn.	  	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	   in	  period	  of	   lower	  speculation,	  as	   it	   is	  the	  case	   in	  central	  Brooklyn	  
between	  2008	  and	  2012,	  the	  access	  to	  credit	  for	  small	  landlords	  is	  more	  tightly	  coupled	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32	   From	  a	   simple	   finance-­‐theory	  perspective,	   two	  assets	  with	   the	   same	  profile	  of	   cash-­‐flows	   should	  have	   the	   same	  
asking	  price	  –	  if	  not,	  there	  is	  an	  opportunity	  for	  arbitrage.	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to	  the	  building’s	  cash	  flows,	  than	  to	  the	  building’s	  value.	  (In	  period	  of	  speculation,	  credit	  
is	  more	  coupled	  to	  building’s	  value	  than	  to	  cash	  flow,	  especially	  for	  larger	  landlords).	  	  
Taking	  these	  two	  conditions	  together,	  one	  can	  see	  that	  cash-­‐strapped,	  heavily	  indebted,	  
small	   landlords,	   constitute	   potential	   preys.	   Their	   precarious	   cash-­‐flow	   situation	  
endangers	   their	   ownership	   over	   an	   asset	   that	   has	   value	   in	   spite	   of	   these	   financial	  
difficulties.	  For	  who	  is	  ready	  to	  do	  one-­‐on-­‐one	  credit,	  to	  start	  long	  legal	  proceedings,	  to	  
spend	  time	  identifying	  suitable	  “prey”,	  this	  is	  an	  economic	  space	  full	  of	  opportunities.	  
	  
	  
THE	  CLIQUE	  AS	  PREDATORY	  MACHINE:	  BLOCKING	  AND	  BARGAINING	  	  
A	  last	  kind	  of	  predatory	  strategies	  is	  defined	  by	  the	  practice	  of	  “blocking	  and	  bargaining”	  
(my	   designation).	   This	   strategy	   consists	   in	   an	   economic	   actor	   blocking	   part	   of	   the	  
economic	  circuit	  of	  another	  actor,	  especially	  the	  incoming	  side	  or	  investment	  side	  of	  this	  
circuit.	  Financial	  pressure	  mounts	  on	  the	  blocked	  actor.	  While	   the	   investments	  and/or	  
income	   are	   blocked,	   expenses	   are	   still	   running.	   A	   bargaining	   situation	   between	   the	  
blocking	  agent	  and	  the	  blocked	  actor	  emerges.	  Money	  payment	  is	  negotiated	  between	  
the	  two	  parties,	  so	  that	  the	  blocked	  actor	  can	  benefit	  again	  from	  normal	  circumstances	  
in	  his	  economic	  circuit.	  Most	  often	  this	  strategy	  uses	  the	  legal	  system	  as	  an	  accessory,	  a	  
means	  to	  put	  pressure	  on	  someone	  else,	  rather	  than	  an	  end	  in	  itself,	  that	  is	  to	  say	  a	  way	  
to	  solve	  conflict.	  	  
Mr.	   Charles	   owns	   an	   extremely	   decrepit	   building	   in	   central	   Harlem,	   where	   he	   lives	  
alongside	   tenants.	  A	   single	  man,	   in	  his	  early	  90s,	  Mr.	  Charles	   is	  a	   Jamaican	   immigrant	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and	   a	   former	   engineer.	   His	   high	   level	   of	   education	   is	   visible	   in	   the	   relatively	   vast	  
bookshelves	   of	   his	   apartment,	  where	   old	   classic	   novels,	   including	   French	   classics,	   are	  
side-­‐by-­‐side	  with	  many	  classical	  music	   records.	  Today,	  Mr.	  Charles’	   cognitive	   skills	   are	  
more	  limited	  even	  if	  he	  has	  striking	  moments	  of	  lucidity.	  His	  elocution	  is	  difficult,	  and	  his	  
reasoning	   is	  often	  hard	   to	   follow.	  The	   impression	  of	  mild	  senility	   is	   reinforced	  by	  how	  
other	  people	  treat	  Mr.	  Charles,	  especially	  his	  niece,	  Harriet,	  and	  his	  aide,	   the	  “nurse”.	  
People	  speak	  to	  Mr.	  Charles	  slowly	  and	  at	  high	  volume.	  They	  also	   limit	  the	  number	  of	  
ideas	  they	  try	  to	  convey	  to	  him.	  People	  around	  him	  are	  always	  afraid	  he	  would	  become	  
“agitated”.	  The	  filth	   in	  which	  he	   lives,	  the	  ever-­‐present	  cockroaches,	  the	  smell	  of	  dirty	  
cats,	  and	  the	  rats	  add	  to	  the	  image	  of	  someone	  who	  is	  not	  fully	  autonomous	  anymore.	  
Poor	   immigrants	  and	  minorities	  populate	  Mr.	  Charles’	  building.	   I	   visited	   six	  of	   the	   ten	  
apartments	   of	   the	   building	   during	   the	   three	   months	   I	   spent	   there.	   The	   first	   three	  
apartments	   are	   inhabited	   by	   immigrants	   from	   Arabic	   countries	   -­‐	   two	   families,	   whose	  
exact	  origins	   I	  do	  not	  know,	  and	  a	  group	  of	  gay	   friends	  who	   fled	  Egypt.	   In	  one	  of	   the	  
family,	  no	  one	  speaks	  English	  except	   the	   two	  sons,	  who	  are	  about	   six	  and	  eight	  years	  
old.	  The	   family’s	   father	   is	  heavily	  handicapped	  and	  cannot	  work.	  The	   three	  young	  gay	  
friends	   are	  waiters.	   The	   other	   tenants	   I	   quickly	   and	   superficially	   come	   to	   know	   are	   a	  
couple	  from	  Dominican	  Republic.	  The	  man	  is	  unemployed,	  idle	  and	  watching	  Andres	  and	  
I	  do	  repairs,	  talking	  to	  us	  and	  offering	  us	  drinks,	  while	  his	  female	  partner	  is	  working.	  He	  
does	  not	  speak	  English,	  but	  she	  does.	  She	  runs	  the	  show,	  she	  is	  the	  one	  who	  has	  decided	  
not	   to	   pay	   rent	   anymore,	   because	   the	   building	   and	   their	   apartment	   is	   in	   very	   bad	  
conditions	  and	  she	  is	  the	  one	  who	  screams	  at	  Larry	  when	  needed.	  Andres	  and	  I	  fix	  the	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leaks	   in	   their	   bathroom	  with	   raw	   gray	   concrete	  we	   hastily	   put	   everywhere	  we	   find	   a	  
spot	  to	  “fix”.	  The	  husband	  sees	  us	  doing	  this	  poor	  job	  and	  does	  not	  say	  anything.	  When	  
his	  wife	  comes	  back,	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  day,	  and	  expresses	  her	  discontent,	  Andres	  tells	  
the	  man,	  out	  of	  her	  earshot,	  he	  should	  have	  sex	  more	  often	  with	  her	  –	  she	  would	  be	  off	  
our	  backs.	  They	  both	  laugh33.	  Another	  apartment	  I	  visited,	  for	  doing	  repairs,	  is	  inhabited	  
by	  a	  black	  tenant.	  He	  is	  single	  and	  he	  lives	  off	  disability	  checks.	  He	  has	  problems	  moving	  
and	  walking.	  He	  goes	  to	  night	  school,	  and	  he	  is	  involved	  in	  a	  lawsuit	  against	  Mr.	  Charles.	  
He	  does	  not	  pay	  rent	  either.	  
I	  gather	  these	  few	  details	  when	  I	  work	  long	  days	  with	  Andres,	  Nicholas,	  Mr.	  Carl	  and	  Tim	  
(another	  construction	  worker	  and	  an	  acquaintance	  of	  Andres)	  on	  repairs	  in	  the	  building.	  	  
The	   conditions	   under	  which	   these	   tenants	   live	   are	   terrible.	   One	   day,	   I	   bring	   a	   cup	   of	  
coffee	  with	  milk,	  which	  I	  put	  on	  a	  table	  in	  an	  apartment	  in	  which	  we	  are	  doing	  repairs.	  A	  
few	  minutes	  later,	  I	  find	  a	  small	  cockroach	  floating	  in	  my	  cup	  of	  coffee.	  The	  same	  day,	  
when	  one	  of	   the	   children	  of	   the	   family	   comes	  back	  home	   from	  school	   and	  opens	   the	  
refrigerator	  for	  some	  food,	  several	  cockroaches	  from	  below	  the	  refrigerator	  are	  scared	  
and	  flee	  in	  the	  kitchen.	  	  
The	  apartments	  are	  so	  much	  in	  disrepair	  that	  some	  tenants	  have	  little	  hopes	  to	  improve	  
their	   living	   conditions	   by	   maintaining	   common	   standards	   of	   hygiene.	   In	   the	   same	  
apartment,	  the	  smell	  of	  urine	  is	  so	  potent,	  that	  I	  ask	  Andres,	  what	  is	  going	  on,	  thinking	  
we	   are	   about	   to	   repairs	   the	   toilets	   in	   the	   bathroom.	  He	   tells	  me	   the	   children	  urinate	  
behind	  the	  radiators	  for	  fun.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33	  I	  cannot	  speak	  Spanish,	  but	  Andres	  makes	  explicit	  gestures	  when	  he	  talks	  to	  the	  man	  and	  I	  asked	  him	  afterwards	  
what	  he	  said	  that	  was	  funny.	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One	  morning,	  Nicolas	  and	  I	  are	  supposed	  to	  spend	  a	  few	  hours	  cleaning	  the	  building’s	  
basement.	   The	   putrid	   smell,	   the	   dead	   rats,	   the	   improbable	   view	   of	   a	   working,	   yet	  
leaking,	  toilet	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  basement,	  with	  no	  surrounding	  walls,	  next	  to	  a	  camp	  
bed,	  are	  so	  gut	  wrenching	   that	   I	   can	  work	  only	  half	  an	  hour	   in	   the	  basement	  before	   I	  
leave,	  while	  Nicholas	   spends	  a	  good	   three	  hours	   finishing	   the	  work	   for	   the	  both	  of	  us	  
(Nicholas	  would	   complain	   to	   Andres	   about	   it	  my	   desertion).	   (The	   explanation	   for	   the	  
toilet	   and	   camp	   bed	   in	   the	   basement	   is	   that	  Mr.	   Charles	   used	   it	   to	  meet	   and	   house	  
prostitutes).	  	  
Everybody	   in	  the	  clique,	   from	  Larry	  to	  Andres,	  agrees	   it	   is	  a	  “shit	  building”	  with	  heavy	  
structural	  problems.	  The	  roof	  needs	  $20,000	  of	  repairs	  according	  to	  Larry.	  Out	  of	  the	  ten	  
apartments	   in	   the	   building,	   Andres	   has	   to	   fix	   the	   plumbing	   of	   five	   apartments,	   with	  
associated	  work	  of	  repairing	  damaged	  ceilings,	  floors	  and	  tiles.	  
However,	  there	  is	  hidden	  value	  in	  Mr.	  Charles’	  building.	  The	  value	  is	  not	  in	  the	  building	  
itself	   or	   in	   the	   tenants	   (several	   tenants	   do	   not	   pay	   rent)	   but	   in	   the	   situation	   of	   the	  
building.	  The	  block	  in	  which	  the	  building	  is	  located	  is	  the	  object	  of	  massive	  reinvestment	  
by	   a	   property	   developer	   specialized	   in	   “low-­‐income”	   and	   “middle-­‐income”	   housing	   in	  
New	   York	   City34.	  More	   than	   a	   hundred	   units	   are	   being	   constructed	   right	   next	   to	  Mr.	  
Charles’	  building,	  on	  both	  sides	  and	  in	  the	  back.	  The	  construction	  sites	  wraps	  around	  the	  
building	  of	  Mr.	  Charles.	  In	  the	  construction	  process,	  according	  to	  Mr.	  Charles	  and	  Larry,	  
the	   building	   has	   been	   damaged	   and	   its	   back	   yard	   unduly	   reduced.	   Miss	   Williams	  
recommended	  Larry	  to	  Mr.	  Charles	  and	  his	  niece,	  named	  Harriet,	  to	  help	  them	  making	  a	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34	   I	  put	   low-­‐income	  and	  middle-­‐income	  in	  “_”	  because	  they	  refer	  to	  bureaucratic	  categories	  of	  the	  housing	  market.	  
See	  New	  York	  Housing	  Development	  Corporation.	  http://www.nychdc.com/pages/Income-­‐Eligibility.html	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case	   in	   court	   against	   the	   developer.	   The	   strategy	   is	   to	   block	   the	   construction	   by	  
attempting	   a	   legal	   case	   against	   the	   developer.	   Larry	   hopes	   then	   to	   start	   negotiations	  
with	   the	   other	   side	   and	   to	   obtain	   a	   settlement	   for	   Mr.	   Charles.	   Larry	   and	   Erin,	   the	  
lawyer,	  would	  take	  a	  cut	  out	  of	  the	  settlement.	  	  
Of	  course,	  because	  the	  building	  is	  so	  much	  in	  disrepair	  and	  has	  been	  neglected	  for	  such	  
a	   long	   time,	   it	   is	   difficult	   to	   attribute	   a	   priori,	  with	   inexpert	   eyes,	   any	   damage	   to	   the	  
undue	  actions	  of	  the	  construction	  site.	  But	  Larry,	  Erin,	  and	  Mr.	  Charles	  pretend	  to	  have	  
no	  doubt.	  
On	  my	  first	  visit	  to	  Mr.	  Charles’	  building	  with	  Larry	  and	  Andres,	  we	  stand	  in	  Mr.	  Charles’	  
apartment.	  Harriet,	  his	  niece	  is	  present.	  Mr.	  Charles	  is	  complaining	  that	  the	  construction	  
workers	  are	  tearing	  down	  a	  wall	  in	  the	  basement.	  	  
“They	  took	  too	  much	  space.	  They	  took	  all	  the	  backyard!”	  says	  Larry.	  
“Yes!”	  says	  Mr.	  Charles.	  
“It	  goes	  a	  110	  feet”,	  says	  Harriet,	  talking	  about	  the	  classic	  size	  of	  a	   land	  parcel	   in	  New	  
York	  City.	  (The	  building	  is	  a	  type	  4	  tenement,	  in	  the	  Tenement	  House	  Committee	  Report	  
of	  1885,	  see	  Plunz	  and	  Abu-­‐Lughold	  1994:67)	  
“I	  tell	  you	  what	  we	  have	  to	  do”,	  says	  Larry,	  “We	  have	  to	  file	  a	  complaint	  at	  the	  New	  York	  
State	  Supreme	  Court	  in	  Manhattan.	  The	  is	  cost	  seventy-­‐five	  to	  a	  hundred	  dollars.”	  
“Put	  my	  shoes	  on”,	  says	  Mr.	  Charles,	  moving	  out	  of	  his	  chair,	  “and	  let	  me	  bring	  you	  to	  
the	  basement”	  
“No,	   no,	   I	   will	   go	   to	   the	   basement	   with	   Harriet	   [later].	   This	   [the	   developer]	   is	   a	   big	  
corporate	   entity.	   They	   have	   a	   lawyer	   that	   works	   for	   them	   24/7.	   Mr.	   Charles,	   my	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experience	   is,	   and	  you	   can	  ask	  Miss	  Williams	  over	   twenty	   years	  of	   relationship,	  when	  
you	  deal	  with	  them	  what	  you	  have	  to	  do,	  is	  to	  file	  a	  motion,	  you	  gotta	  file	  in	  Supreme	  
Court	   and	   serve	   them.	   That	   would	   be	   a	   few	   dollars,	   I’m	   not	   saying.	   They	   won’t	   pay	  
attention	  [unless	  you	  do	  that].	  It’s	  like	  the	  tenants,	  if	  they	  don’t	  pay	  for	  three	  months,	  
unless	  you	  take	  them	  to	  court	  [they	  won’t	  pay]...	  If	  we	  take	  them	  to	  court,	  they	  will	  say,	  
‘Let’s	  make	  a	  deal’.	  Do	  you	  see	  what	  I’m	  trying	  to	  say	  Mr.	  Charles?	  In	  order	  to	  get	  some	  
kind	  of	  respect.	  They	  have	  taken	  away	  your	  self-­‐respect	  and	  your	  dignity	  by	  taking	  away	  
your	   property	   and	   compensating	   you	  with	   nothing.	  What	   they	   have	   done	   borders	   on	  
criminal.	   They	   took	   property	   over	   without	   proper	   compensation.	   That’s	   illegal	   in	   this	  
country.	  Now	   in	  order	   to	  get	   their	  attention,	   [because	  now]	   they	   feel	  nothing,	  when	   I	  
spoke	   to	   that	  gentleman	  with	  an	   Italian	  name	   [a	   spoke	  person	  of	   the	   company],	   they	  
haven’t	  done	  anything	  wrong.	  It’s	  your	  job	  to	  prove	  they	  have	  done	  something	  wrong.	  
And	   [there	   is	   a]	   cost	   of	   doing	   legal	   business.	   We	   need	   to	   put	   a	   letter	   together,	   to	  
prepare	   all	   the	   documents,	   to	   take	   pictures,	   to	   get	   a	   copy	   of	   the	   deed,	   copy	   of	   the	  
survey.	  Do	  you	  have	  the	  survey	  [of	  the	  damages	  caused	  to	  the	  building]?	  	  
“No	  we	  don’t”,	  says	  Harriet.	  
“You	  gotta	  show	  them	  you	  mean	  business.	  Look	  they’re	   finishing	   the	  building	  on	  your	  
property”,	  says	  Larry	  pointing	  to	  the	  kitchen	  windows	  through	  we	  can	  see	  the	  buildings	  
being	  erected.	  
“I	  know!”	  says	  Mr.	  Charles.	  
“You	  never	  had	  compensation.	   Lawyers	  are	  not	  cheap.	   It	  will	   cost	  a	   few	  thousands	   to	  
make	   a	   motion.	   [But]	   the	   initial	   cost	   may	   not	   be	   so	   hideous.	   But,	   we	   gotta	   start	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somewhere.	  Because	  me	  as	  an	  agent,	  as	  your	  property	  manager,	  they	  don’t	  give	  a	  dam.	  
You	  gotta	  tell	  me	  what	  you	  wanna	  do.	  Mr.	  Charles,	  listen	  to	  me.”	  
“I’m	  listening,	  man”,	  says	  Mr.	  Charles	  to	  Larry.	  
“Mr.	  Charles,	  they	  stole	  from	  you”	  hammers	  Larry.	  
“I	  know	  so.”	  	  
To	  demonstrate	  to	  Mr.	  Charles	  the	  need	  to	  start	  a	  court	  proceeding,	  Harriet	  and	  Larry	  
makes	  a	  phone	  call	   to	   the	   lawyer	  of	   the	  construction	  company,	  DGM.	  Harriet	  has	   the	  
phone	  number	  of	  the	  lawyer.	  
“Talk	  to	  this	  lawyer”,	  says	  Harriet,	  giving	  Larry	  the	  phone.	  	  	  
“Hello,	  whom	  I’m	  speaking	  with?”	  says	  Larry.	  “Mr.	  Nielsen,	   I’m	  Laurent	  Nehmad.	   I	  am	  
the	  property	  manager	  for	  Mr.	  Charles	  and	  I	  understand	  you	  are	  the	  attorney	  who	  gave	  
the	  documents	  for	  the	  developer	  who	  builds	  around	  [the	  block]”	  
…	  
“Let	  me	  ask	  you	  a	  question,	  are	  you	  Mr.	  Nielsen	  located	  on…”	  
The	  interlocutor	  cuts	  off	  Larry	  and	  asks	  for	  clarification.	  
“My	  name	  is	  Laurent	  Nehmad”,	  repeats	  Larry.	  “Are	  you	   located	   in	  the	  Bronx?	  Are	  you	  
the	  office	  of	  Ray	  Nielsen?	  Well	  it’s	  regarding	  DGM	  contracting	  that	  is	  doing	  some	  work	  
in	  and	  around	  the	  property	  located	  on	  ____	  in	  Harlem.	  My	  question	  is:	  has	  Mr.	  Charles	  
ever	   signed	   documents	   that	   he	   was	   receiving	   compensation	   for	   the	   taking	   of	   his	  
property	  and	  the	  use	  of	  his	  property	  to	  make	  a	  construction?”	  	  
…	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“DGM	  and	  Well-­‐Done	  Constructions	  [the	  other	  building	  contractor].	  Mr.	  Charles	  is	  here	  
and	  he	  can	  give	  you	  verbal	  authorization	  [to	  talk	  to	  me].”	  
The	  lawyer	  refuses	  to	  talk	  to	  Mr.	  Charles	  and	  to	  prolong	  the	  conversation	  with	  Larry.	  
“Well,	  I	  tell	  you	  what	  Mr.	  Nielsen”,	  Larry	  says,	  “Mr.	  Charles	  will	  have	  to	  do	  what	  he	  has	  
to	  do.	  	  And	  I’m	  sorry	  to	  have	  disturbed	  you.	  Have	  a	  good	  day.”	  
Harriet	  asks,	  
“What	  did	  he	  say?”	  
“He	  said	  he	  is	  not	  authorized	  to	  talk	  to	  me,	  and	  he	  doesn’t	  want	  to	  talk	  to	  Mr.	  Charles.”	  
“HE	  DOESN’T	  WANT	  TO	  TALK	  TO	  MR.	  CHARLES?”	  screams	  an	  outraged	  Harriet.	  
“No!	  Now,	  do	  you	  understand	  the	  game?”	  says	  Larry	  triumphant.	  
He	  repeats.	  
“Do	  you	  understand	  the	  game?”	  	  
“Yeah”	  says	  Harriet.	  
Turning	  to	  Mr.	  Charles,	  Larry	  asks,	  
“Do	  you	  understand	  the	  game?”	  
Harriet	  is	  laughing.	  Mr.	  Charles	  nods.	  
Turning	  back	  to	  Harriet,	  Larry	  says,	  
“Did	  you	  see	  how	  I	  spoke	  to	  him	  [the	  lawyer]?	  Calm,	  yet	  forceful.	  He	  knew	  [the	  issue],	  
[but]	  he	  doesn’t	  remember	  anything!”	  
“He	  has	  a	  memory	  problem	  now!”	  says	  Harriet,	  laughing.	  
Larry	  concludes,	  for	  everyone	  present:	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“That’s	  why	  we	  have	  to	  go	  to	  court.	  Because	  they’re	  gonna	  do	  nothing	  for	  you	  until	  you	  
show	  some	  teeth.”	  
At	  the	  end	  of	  the	  conversation,	  Larry	  introduces	  Andres.	  Andres	  and	  I	  have	  been	  silent	  
so	  far.	  	  
“This	  guy”	  says	  Larry,	  pointing	  to	  Andres,	  “has	  hands	  of	  gold.	  He	  will	   fix	  whatever	  you	  
need.	   If	   you	   trust	  me,	   if	   you	   trust	  Miss	  Williams,	   I	  want	   you	   to	   trust	   him.	  Absolutely,	  
there	  is	  no	  doubt	  about	  him.	  	  He	  will	  do	  everything	  you	  need.”	  
“What	  can	  he	  do?”	  asks	  Mr.	  Charles.	  
“Everything	  you	  need,	  according	  to	  your	  needs.	  He	  is	  the	  man	  to	  trust.	  If	  I	  trust	  him,	  you	  
can	  do	  no	  less.	  	  Because	  I	  work	  for	  you,	  not	  for	  him”	  replies	  Larry.	  
Larry	  is	  trying	  to	  position	  his	  allies	  in	  the	  management	  of	  the	  building.	  He	  appoints	  Erin	  
as	   lawyer	  on	   cases	   against	   tenants	   and	  against	   the	  developer.	  He	   tries	   to	   replace	   the	  
handyman	   and	   superintendent	   by	   Andres	   and	   Nicholas.	   Doing	   so,	   Larry	   aims	   at	  
supporting	  the	  fragile	  position	  of	  Harriet	  as	  an	  advisor	  of	  choice	  for	  Mr.	  Charles.	  There	  
is,	  indeed,	  a	  feud	  for	  the	  influence	  over	  Mr.	  Charles,	  which	  pits	  Harriet	  against	  another	  
side	  of	  the	  family.	  The	  current	  superintendent	  and	  the	  “nurse”	  are	  allied	  with	  the	  other	  
side	  of	  the	  family	  against	  Harriet.	  The	  case	  in	  court	  against	  the	  developer	  is	  the	  occasion	  
for	  Harriet	  to	  reverse	  her	  dominated	  position	  and	  to	  become	  more	  influential	  with	  her	  
uncle.	  
Larry	  is	   interested	  in	  supporting	  Harriet	  for	  several	  reasons.	  When	  it	   is	  time	  to	  sell	  the	  
building,	   he	  hopes	   she	  would	   appoint	   Larry	   as	   a	   real	   estate	  broker	   –	   this	   is	   the	  usual	  
strategy	  of	  Larry.	  In	  addition,	  Harriet	  works	  at	  the	  custom	  at	  the	  Port	  Authority	  of	  New-­‐
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York	  and	  New-­‐Jersey.	  Larry	  has	  never	  been	  fully	  explicit	  about	  what	  she	  could	  do	  for	  him	  
because	   of	   her	   job.	   I	   know,	   however,	   that	   Larry	   has	   introduced	   Harriet	   to	   Ezra,	   the	  
partner	  in	  business	  of	  Leonard	  Wadman,	  also	  known	  as	  Lee	  or	  “the	  old	  man”.	  Ezra	  and	  
the	  old	  man	  co-­‐own	  a	  company	   that	  manufactures	  goods	   in	  China,	  and	  ships	   them	  to	  
Israel	  and	  to	  the	  US,	  via	  the	  port	  of	  NY-­‐NJ.	  
The	  plan	  of	  Larry	  works	  for	  three	  months.	  Andres,	  Nicholas,	  Mr.	  Carl,	  Tim	  and	  I	  are	  doing	  
repairs	  at	  Mr.	  Charles	  several	  times	  a	  week.	  Each	  time,	  Andres	  asks	  Larry	  how	  much	  to	  
charge,	  and	  each	  time	  the	  amount	  is	  quite	  low.	  (Harriet	  is	  however	  negotiating	  for	  lower	  
prices).	   Larry	   and	   Erin	   are	   in	   court	  with	   tenants	   of	  Mr.	   Charles	  who	   do	   not	   pay.	   The	  
superintendent	  is	  fired	  after	  being	  discharged	  of	  all	  the	  repairs	  that	  need	  to	  be	  done	  in	  
the	  building.	  Nicholas	  is	  about	  to	  become	  the	  superintendent	  of	  the	  building	  –	  Nicholas	  
is	   of	   Jamaican	   origins	   as	   Mr.	   Charles	   is.	   Nicholas	   is	   thrilled	   to	   become	   the	  
superintendent.	   It	  will	   complement	  his	   job	  schedule	   (Nicholas	  has	  a	  part-­‐time	   job	   in	  a	  
hospital	  in	  the	  Bronx).	  It	  will	  also	  gives	  him	  an	  apartment	  –	  since	  his	  divorce,	  he	  lives	  in-­‐
between	  his	  mother’s	  place	  in	  the	  Bronx	  and	  Andres’	  building	  where	  he	  can	  sleep	  in	  a	  
spare	   room.	  One	  day,	   at	  Mr.	  Charles’	   building,	  Nicholas	   tells	  me	   “it’s	   a	  blessing	   I	  met	  
you,	  Larry	  and	  Mr.	  Charles.	  It’s	  a	  blessing”.	  	  	  
Andres	  is	  aware	  of	  the	  strategy	  that	  Larry	  puts	  in	  motion	  and	  his	  role	  in	  it.	  
“Do	  you	  know	  what	  I	  did?”	  asks	  Andres	  to	  Larry.	  “Yesterday.	  I	  took	  Richard	  all	  his	  chess	  
pieces.	  He	  doesn’t	  have	  a	  chess	  game	  no	  more.	  Do	  you	  know	  what	  [Mr.	  Charles]	  said?	  
‘We	  give	  you	  the	  keys	  of	  the	  building	  so	  you	  can	  come	  work	  on	  the	  building	  whenever	  
you	  want’”	  
	   155	  
“Who’s	  Richard?”	  asks	  Larry.	  	  
“Richard!”	   replies	   Andres	   impatiently.	   “That	   piece	   of	   shit	   that	   is	   taking	   Mr.	   Charles’	  
money.”	  Richard	  is	  the	  superintendent.	  	  
Andres	  goes	  on,	  
“Mr.	  Charles	  said,	  you	  know	  what?	  I’m	  gonna	  take	  the	  key	  from	  [Richard]	  and	  I’m	  gonna	  
give	  them	  to	  you	  and	  you	  work	  whenever	  you	  want	  in	  the	  building.”	  
“That’s	  what	   I	   told	  Harriet.	   She	   [was]	   saying	   ‘Let’s	  Richard	  do	   the	  work”.	   	   I	   said	   ‘Fuck	  
Richard,	  nobody	  likes	  Richard‘.”	  	  
“On	  the	  ceiling”,	  says	  Andres,	  “he	  puts	  a	  piece	  of	  wood	  that	  doesn’t	  make	  any	  sense.	  He	  
cuts	  a	  hole	  where	  there	  is	  no	  fucking	  pipe,	  you	  saw	  that.	  And	  [then	  Richard]	  says	  to	  Mr.	  
Charles	  ‘I	  changed	  the	  pipe,	  give	  me	  $600’.”	  
“Let	   me	   call	   Harriet”,	   say	   Larry.	   “And	   she	   will	   be	   fucking	   begrudged.	   ‘Oh	   it’s	   much	  
money’	  [about	  Andres’	  prices].”	  	  
Larry	  wants	  to	  justify	  the	  prices	  of	  Andres,	  which	  are	  already	  low,	  by	  stressing	  out	  how	  
Richard	  cheats	  on	  Mr.	  Charles,	  claiming	  he	  has	  done	  repairs	  that	  he	  did	  not	  do.	  
“Andres	  do	  you	  know	  what	  I	  have?”	  asks	  Larry.	  
“You	  got	  me”,	  asserts	  Andres,	  meaning	  “you	  got	  me,	  as	  an	  ace	  in	  your	  game”.	  
“That’s	  beside	  the	  point”,	  replies	  Larry,	  “I	  got	  integrity,	  [and]	  that	  is	  not	  for	  sale”	  
“You	  got	  me”,	  repeats	  Andres.	  
However,	   the	  plan	  of	   Larry	   falls	   short	  quickly	   after	   this	  high	  point.	   The	  expert	   for	   the	  
survey	  of	   the	  building	   is	  never	  hired.	  Mr.	  Charles	  does	  not	  want	   to	  spend	   the	  money.	  
The	  court	  proceedings	  are	  never	  filed	  out.	  Slowly,	  Larry	  feels	  that	  he	  is	  wasting	  time	  and	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energy	   with	  Mr.	   Charles’	   building.	   To	   seal	   the	   change	   in	   perspective,	   Larry	   shifts	   his	  
behavior.	  One	  day,	  Mr.	   Charles	   gives	   Larry	   $500	   to	  pay	   for	   the	  work	  of	  Andres.	   Larry	  
decides	  to	  keep	  the	  money	  and	  to	  explain	  Andres	  why	  he	  does	  that.	   	  He	  needs	  to	  pay	  
himself	  for	  the	  work	  he	  has	  done	  on	  behalf	  of	  Mr.	  Charles	  in	  the	  past	  three-­‐four	  months.	  
In	   exchange,	   Larry	   tells	   Andres	   that	   he	   can	   now	   charge	   whatever	   he	   wants	   to	   Mr.	  
Charles	   for	   the	   repairs	   to	   come.	   Andres	   understands	   and	   supports	   Larry	   in	   his	   new	  
strategy.	  	  
A	  few	  days	  after,	  while	  Andres	  and	  I	  are	  doing	  repairs	  in	  the	  building,	  Mr.	  Charles	  tells	  us	  
that	   Larry	   is	   a	   con	   artist.	  When	   he	   says	   this,	  Mr.	   Charles	   takes	   the	   tone	   of	   a	   striking	  
revelation,	  like	  the	  warning	  of	  the	  Pythia.	  He	  gave	  $500	  to	  Larry,	  he	  tells	  us,	  to	  pay	  for	  
repairs	  but	  Larry	  never	  gave	  Andres	  the	  money!	  “He’s	  a	  con	  artist!	  I’m	  telling	  you,	  man”	  
keeps	  repeating	  Mr.	  Charles.	  	  
Andres	   finds	   the	   situation	   amusing.	   He	   playfully	  mocks	  Mr.	   Charles	   by	  mimicking	   his	  
speech	  style	  and	  repeating,	  “He’s	  a	  con	  artist,	  man!”	  –	  getting	  Mr.	  Charles	  more	  excited,	  
moving	  around	  on	  his	  chair.	  
For	  Andres,	  Mr.	  Charles	  is	  naïve.	  Mr.	  Charles	  does	  not	  do	  what	  Larry	  asks	  him	  to	  do	  and	  
he	   is	   surprised	   that	   Larry	   turns	   against	   him!	   Even	   more	   naive	   to	   Andres	   is	   that	   Mr.	  
Charles	  thinks	  that	  the	  $500	  matter	  to	  Andres	  above	  his	  relationship	  with	  Larry.	  Andres	  
laughs	  at	  Mr.	  Charles,	  because	  the	  landlord	  has	  little	  understanding	  of	  what,	  in	  the	  eyes	  
of	   Andres,	   is	   really	   going	   on	   around	   him.	   Immediately	   after,	   Andres	   calls	   Larry	   and	  
imitates,	   quite	   accurately,	   the	   tone	   and	   voice	   of	   Mr.	   Charles.	   “He’s	   con	   artist”,	   he	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repeats	   to	   Larry.	   Both	   men	   laugh	   of	   connivance	   and	   mutual	   understanding	   at	   the	  
expense	  of	  Mr.	  Charles.	  
The	  prophetic	  words	  of	  Mr.	  Charles	  mark	  the	  end	  of	  his	  relationship	  to	  the	  clique.	  A	  few	  
days	   later,	   his	   nurse	   asks	  me	   to	   leave	   the	   apartment	   of	  Mr.	   Charles.	   Nicholas	   is	   not	  
offered	   the	   job	   of	   superintendent.	   Andres	   is	   not	   given	   repair	   and	   maintenance	   jobs	  
anymore.	   The	   previous	   superintendent	   and	   handyman	   is	   reinstalled.	   The	   property	  
developer	  has	   finished	  his	  buildings,	  has	  put	  a	  hundred	  apartments	  on	   the	  market,	  at	  
rental	  prices	  that	  no	  one	  in	  Mr.	  Charles’	  building	  can	  afford	  (starting	  price	  is	  $1,800	  for	  a	  
studio,	  while	  a	  two-­‐bedroom	  apartment	  in	  Mr.	  Charles	  is	  $1,100)	  
For	  Larry,	  Mr.	  Charles	  took	  advantage	  of	  his	  and	  Andres’s	  cheap	  labor	  for	  a	  while,	  but	  he	  
was	  not	  “smart”	  enough	  to	  do	  what	  was	  necessary	  to	  make	  money	  out	  of	  the	  property	  
developer	  –	  i.e.	  blocking	  his	  economic	  circuit	  and	  bargaining	  against	  a	  hefty	  payment	  to	  
start	  again	  the	  circuit.	  
	  
	  
GATHERING	  INFORMATION:	  THE	  ROLE	  OF	  COMMUNITY	  LEADERS	  
Predatory	  practices	  assume	  a	  very	  precise	  knowledge	  of	  very	  particular	  situations.	  Larry	  
cannot	   gather	   this	   knowledge	   by	   himself.	   He	   needs	   relays,	   people	   who	   can	   redirect	  
towards	  him	  information	  about	  very	  local	  situations	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  –	  a	  landlord	  
that	  may	  need	  a	  loan,	  or	  who	  is	  in	  conflict	  both	  with	  his	  family	  and	  many	  tenants,	  etc…	  	  
These	   relays	  must	   occupy	   a	  particular	   position.	  On	  one	  hand	   they	  must	   be	   seen	  by	   a	  
local	  community	  as	  a	  go-­‐to	  person	  in	  case	  of	  economic	  difficulties.	  They	  must	  be	  seen	  as	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people	  who	  can	  solve	  practical	  problems	  that	  have	  a	  private	  dimension.	  They	  must	  be	  
therefore	   persons	   of	   relative	   public	   goodwill,	   people	   who	   are	   dedicated	   to	   their	  
community.	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  for	  Larry,	  these	  relays	  must	  be	   incapable	  of	  exploiting	  
the	   information	   they	   receive	   by	   themselves	   (Stovel	   2012,	   Venkatesh	   2006:	   chapter	   5,	  
“The	  Preacher”)	  
Larry	   must	   recruit	   such	   relays	   so	   that	   the	   clique	   is	   fed	   constantly	   with	   original	  
information	  about	  situations	   in	  which	  the	  predatory	  machine	  can	  act	  with	  a	  chance	  of	  
success.	  Therefore,	  Larry	  must	  also	  find	  a	  way	  to	  reward	  these	  relays	  for	  the	  information	  
they	  channel	  him.	  
The	   core	   relay	   in	   Larry’s	   clique	   is	   Miss	   Williams.	   During	   my	   almost	   three	   years	   of	  
fieldwork,	  she	  has	  directed	  countless	  of	  cases	  to	  Larry.	  Rev.	  Jones,	  Mr.	  Charles,	  the	  Kays,	  
Martha	   Baker,	   Dr.	   Dwayne,	   and	   many	   others,	   have	   transited	   through	   Miss	   Williams	  
before	  working	  (and	  sometimes	  deciding	  not	  to	  work)	  with	  Larry	  and	  the	  clique.	  
Miss	  Williams	  is	  of	  Jamaican	  descent	  and	  she	  is	  in	  her	  70s.	  She	  is	  extremely	  affable.	  She	  
is	  an	  advocate	  for	  small	  landlords.	  Her	  role	  is	  to	  work	  for	  a	  non-­‐profit	  organization	  that	  
provides	   small	   landlords	   with	   basic	   advice	   and	   services	   for	   managing	   their	   building.	  
Landlords	   need	   to	   pay	   fee,	   depending	   on	   the	   number	   of	   the	   building	   they	   own.	   In	  
exchange,	   they	   receive	   a	   newsletter	   that	   explains	   changes	   in	   the	   law,	   deadlines,	   and	  
other	  administrative	  information.	  Most	  importantly,	  members	  can	  have	  an	  appointment	  
with	  one	  of	  the	  several	  experts	  on	  housing	  issues,	   including	  Miss	  Williams.	  This	   is	  how	  
she	  comes	  into	  contact	  with	  the	  most	  precise	  details	  of	  a	  vast	  array	  of	  small	  landlords’	  
dealings	  and	  business	  –	  especially	  Jamaican	  landlords	  in	  Central	  Brooklyn.	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Because	  the	  organization	  to	  which	  Miss	  Williams	  belongs	  has	  only	  a	  limited	  capacity	  (it	  
does	  not	  provide	   lawyers	  for	   instance),	  often	  comes	  a	  point	  when	  a	   landlord	  needs	  to	  
solve	   her	   problems	   using	   resources	   outside	   the	   organization.	   It	   is	   the	  moment	  when	  
Miss	  Williams	  can	  recommend	  Larry.	  	  
In	  exchange	  of	  his	  services,	  Larry	  pays	  Miss	  Williams’	  rent.	  
“Anyone	   from	  Miss	  Williams,	   I	   have	   to	  do	  my	  best”,	   says	   Larry	  on	   the	  phone	   to	  Miss	  
Jackson,	  whom	  has	  just	  been	  sent	  to	  Larry	  by	  Miss	  Williams.	  “She	  is	  like	  a	  mother	  to	  me.	  
She	   re-­‐constructed	  when	   I	  was	   down	  and	  out	   [because	  of	   Larry’s	   divorce],	   she	  was	   a	  
blessing	  in	  disguise.	  She	  was	  and	  she	  still	  is.	  Amen.	  Let’s	  see	  if	  I	  can	  give	  back	  what	  God	  
has	  given.	  Amen.	  Bye,	  I’ll	  see	  you	  tomorrow	  morning”	  
“Does	  [Miss	  Williams]	  own	  any	  property?”	  I	  ask,	  Larry.	  
“No,	  but	  she’s	  got	  me.”	  Says	  Larry,	  with	  a	  knowing	  look.	  
“Right”,	  I	  say.	  
Suddenly	   realizing	   that	  his	  previous	  answer	  was	   too	   self-­‐congratulating	  and	   flattering,	  
Larry	  adds	  with	  a	  smile.	  
“I	  got	  her	  [too]”	  	  
“Yeah!”	  I	  say.	  “From	  what	  I	  understand,	  it	  is	  more	  you’ve	  got	  her,	  than	  she’s	  got	  you!”	  
“I	  met	  Martha	  [Baker]	  because	  of	  Miss	  Williams”,	  says	  Larry,	  as	  an	  acknowledgement	  of	  
her	  critical	  role	  in	  his	  and	  the	  clique’s	  economic	  life.	  
The	  other	  relays	  of	  Larry	  are	  religious	  leaders.	  Larry	  deliberately	  gives	  free	  work	  to	  the	  
leaders	  who	  can	  give	  him	  access	  to	  potential	  clients,	  through	  their	  parish.	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“The	  Church	  across	   street	   from	  me,	   the	  pastor	  had	  violations.	  He	  gave	  me	  everything	  
[every	  paper	  and	  document	  related	  to	  the	  violations].	  I	  went	  to	  the	  Building	  Department	  
on	  280	  Broadway.	  I	  removed	  five	  violations.	  It’s	  almost	  $10,000	  I	  save	  him,	  in	  the	  name	  
of	  Jesus.	  I	  went	  there	  for	  about	  an	  hour	  and	  half,	  I	  talked	  to	  Mr.	  __T__	  [from	  he	  Building	  
Department],	  a	  black	  guy.	  [I	  said]	  “Church”,	  “Jesus”,	  “help	  the	  poor”,	  by	  the	  time	  I	  was	  
done,	  it’s	  down	  by	  almost	  10	  ground.	  	  […]	  Now,	  Pastor	  Wilkins	  bugs	  me.	  He	  says	  ‘Larry,	  
give	  me	  the	  restaurant	  in	  New	  York	  of	  your	  choice,	  give	  it	  to	  me,	  I	  don’t	  care	  how	  much,	  
give	  it	  to	  me’.	  [I	  tell	  him]	  ‘Meh,	  Next	  week,	  I’m	  busy’.	  […]	  Now	  I’m	  the	  spokesperson	  for	  
the	   church.	   So	   the	   church	   has	   anything	   to	   do	   with	   the	   government,	   agencies,	   or	   for	  
functions,	  Larry	  Nehmad	  is	  the	  spokesperson.	  That’s	  it.”	  
“And	  one	  day	  you	  think	  they’re	  gonna	  sell	  the	  church?”	  I	  ask.	  
“No,	  I	  just	  do	  it	  because	  to	  me	  it	  is	  enjoyable,	  it’s	  a	  challenge.	  I	  got	  nothing	  else	  to	  do.	  
And	  when	  a	  church	  member	  wants	  to	  sell	  a	  property	  or	  buy	  property…	  You	  start	  with	  
your	  heart	  with	  no	  ulterior	  motives,	  but	  the	  blessings	  are	  there.	  I	  have	  ulterior	  motives.	  
If	   someone	  needs	  me,	   I’m	  right	   there.	  You	  give	   from	  your	  heart.	   It	  can	  never	   fail.	  You	  
steal	  from	  me,	  God	  will	  give	  it	  back	  to	  me	  twice.”	  
Larry	  also	  cultivates	  relationship	  with	  Paul,	  a	  black	  male	  probably	  in	  his	  50s.	  Paul	  works	  
in	   an	   administration	   in	   charge	   of	   regulating	   the	   housing	  market.	   As	   such	   Larry	   and	   I	  
meet	  him	  once	  a	  week.	  Above	  all,	  Paul	  has	  a	  weekly	  political	  talk	  show	  on	  a	  local	  radio	  
that	   targets	   his	   immigrant	   community	   in	   Brooklyn.	   Larry,	   every	   two	  or	   three	  months,	  
participates	   to	   it.	   I	   did	   it	   once.	   It	   was	   a	   few	  weeks	   after	   incidents	   took	   place	   at	   the	  
Caribbean	  Parade	  of	  Labor	  Day.	  The	  tiny	  studio,	   located	  at	  the	  back	  of	  a	  residential	   in	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central	  Brooklyn	  building	  was	  packed	  with	  a	  dozen	  of	  interviewees,	  including	  two	  local	  
politicians	  of	  Brooklyn	  who	  came	  to	  comment	  on	  the	  event.	  For	  an	  hour	  we	  each	  spoke	  
about	   race	   relation	   in	   the	  Brooklyn,	   criminality	   and	  police	  brutality.	   Larry	  has	  nothing	  
immediate	   to	   gain	   by	   his	   participation,	   just	  maintaining	   good	   relations	  with	   someone	  
enjoying	  a	  somewhat	  prominent	  position	  in	  his	  immigrant	  community.	  
	  
	  
CONCLUSION	  –	  CAN	  THE	  CLIQUE	  MESH	  “UP”	  WITH	  THE	  GROWTH	  MACHINE?	  
In	   a	   classic	   article	   in	   urban	   sociology,	   Molotch	   defines	   the	   “growth	   machine”	   as	   the	  
interlocking	  networks	  of	  real	  estate,	  political	  and	  business	  elites	  where	  decisions	  for	  the	  
location	   of	   “growth	   inducing	   goods”	   is	   negotiated	   (Molotch	   1976).	   This	   approach	  
emphasizes	  the	  stratification	  among	  actors	  of	  the	  housing	  market.	  There	  are	  actors	  who	  
belong	  to	  the	  growth	  machine	  and	  those	  who	  do	  not.	  This	  stratification,	  as	  a	  function	  of	  
the	  distance	  to	  a	  rich,	  powerful	  and	  interconnected	  inner-­‐circle,	  is	  elaborated	  further	  in	  
Logan	  and	  Molotch’s	  Urban	  Fortunes	  (1987:	  30-­‐31).	  	  
Following	   the	   lead	   of	   Molotch,	   scholars	   are	   usually	   interested	   in	   the	   transformative	  
impact	  of	   the	  decisions	  made	   in	   this	   inner	   circle	  on	   the	   shapes	  and	   forms	  of	   the	   city.	  
More	   important,	   however,	   in	   an	   approach	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   as	   an	   ecology	   of	  
economic	  relations,	  is:	  Are	  tight	  networks	  or	  organizations	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  –	  like	  
Larry’s	  clique	  –	  able	  to	  connect	  with,	  to	  “mesh	  up	  with”,	  the	  growth	  machine?	  Is	  Larry’s	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clique	  capable	  of	   forming	   long-­‐lasting	  ties	  with	  richer	  networks	  and	  organizations	  that	  
would	  make	  the	  clique	  closer	  to	  the	  growth	  machine	  of	  New	  York	  City35?	  
Four	   situations	   illustrate	   the	  difficulties	  of	   the	  clique	   to	  mesh	  up	  with	  more	   resource-­‐
rich	  networks	  and	  organizations	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  
LARRY	  AND	  THE	  HIPSTERS-­‐ENTREPRENEURS	  
Larry	   and	   Miss	   Jean	   co-­‐own	   a	   building	   and	   adjacent	   vacant	   lot	   in	   a	   strikingly	   fast	  
gentrifying	   street	   of	   Central	   Brooklyn.	   The	   Said	   brothers	   who	   have	   owned	   for	   two	  
generations	  a	  vast	  building	  on	  the	  same	  street,	  several	  shops,	  repeatedly	  enjoin	  Larry	  to	  
use	  the	  first	   floor	  of	  his	  building	  and	  the	  adjacent	  vacant	   lot,	  which	  has	  been	  recently	  
covered	  by	  a	  thick	  layer	  of	  cement,	  to	  further	  advance	  gentrification.	  However	  Larry	  has	  
put	  a	  hair	  salon	  and	  plans	  to	  put	  a	  multipurpose	  tax	  and	  real	  estate	  agency,	  a	  fixture	  of	  
shopping	  strip	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  	  
Why	  is	  Larry	  doing	  something	  that	  seems	  to	  run	  counter	  to	  the	  gentrification	  process?	  
Larry	  has	  tried	  to	  follow	  the	  path	  indicated	  by	  the	  Said	  brothers.	  He	  actively	  pursues	  an	  
agreement	   for	   renting	   the	   space	   to	   two	  bar	  and	   restaurant	  owners,	  named	  Daryl	   and	  
Michael.	  The	  two	  men	  have	  opened	  several	  famous	  bars,	  beer	  gardens	  and	  restaurants	  
in	  Brooklyn.	  On	  a	  phone	  with	  another	  real-­‐estate	  broker,	  Larry	  says	  about	  the	  two	  men,	  
“Do	  you	  know	  the	  Brooklyn	  Garden,	  the	  beer	  joint?	  [It	  belongs	  to]	  Daryl	  and	  Michael.	  I	  
negotiate	   with	   those	   two	   smart	   guys	   for	   five,	   six	   months	   and	   they	   were	   not	   smart	  
enough	   to	   sign	   the	   lease.	   They	   got	   everything	   they	  wanted.	   But	   they	  were	  not	   smart	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35	  For	  a	  review	  of	  the	  recent	  literature	  on	  real	  estate	  elites	  and	  political	  power	  in	  New	  York	  City	  in	  the	  years	  2000s,	  
see	  Viteritto,	  “Is	  New	  York	  Forsaking	  the	  Poor”	  in	  Urban	  Affairs	  Review	  (2010:693-­‐704).	  For	  an	  older	  take	  on	  the	  NYC’s	  
growth	  machine	  after	  WWII	  see	  Zukin,	  Loft	  Living	  (1982).	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enough	  [to	  sign	  for]	  the	  store,	  the	  apartment	  in	  the	  back,	  and	  the	  lot.	  [With]	  the	  French	  
restaurant	   [across	   the	  street],	  we	  were	  going	  to	  make	  a	  partnership.	  Can	  you	   imagine	  
what	  they	  could	  have	  done	  for	  the	  soccer	  games	  [the	  World	  Cup]?	  Like	  I	  said	  they	  were	  
not	  smart	  enough	  to	  sign.	  What	  they	  decided	  to	  do	  is	  to	  open	  a	  fucking	  barbecue	  place.	  
Go	  figure	  out.”	  
…	  
“I	  gave	  them	  a	  10-­‐year	  lease,	  non-­‐disturb.	  They	  wanted	  an	  option	  to	  buy	  [the	  building].	  
They	   didn’t	   put	   a	   dime	   in,	   and	   they	  were	   already	   dictating.	   You	   know	  what	   I	   said	   to	  
them?	  Good	  luck	  to	  you.	  That	  was	  the	  end	  of	  it.	  Listen	  they	  always	  a	  dollar	  short	  and	  a	  
day	  late.	  If	  you	  have	  a	  restaurant,	  call	  me	  I	  will	  deal	  on	  [Miss	  Jean’s]	  behalf.”	  
There	  is	  a	  business	  disagreement	  between	  Daryl	  and	  Michael,	  on	  one	  side,	  and	  Larry,	  on	  
the	  other.	  The	  two	  experts	  of	  gentrification	  want	  to	  own	  the	  building	  if	  its	  value	  goes	  up	  
in	  the	  future,	  but	  not	  if	  the	  value	  stalls	  –	  this	  is	  what	  the	  purchase	  option	  would	  provide	  
them.	   Larry	   does	   not	   accept.	  He	  wants	   to	   benefit	   from	   the	   upside,	  which,	   for	   him,	   is	  
inevitable	  in	  the	  area.	  	  
However,	   the	  disagreement	   is	   inextricably	   cultural	   and	  economic	   in	  nature.	   These	  are	  
two	  economic	  cultures	  –	  i.e.	  two	  understandings	  of	  how	  to	  navigate	  economic	  relations	  
in	  order	  to	  make	  money	  –	  that	  clash.	  	  
Larry	   feels	   the	   two	   men	   have	   been	   “arrogant”,	   “smart”	   with	   him,	   two	   terms	   he	  
repeatedly	  uses	  about	  Daryl	  and	  Michael.	  As	  experts	  of	  gentrification,	  Daryl	  and	  Michael	  
believe	   they	   possess	   a	   rare	   asset:	   the	   knowledge	   of	   how	   to	   run	   a	   place	   for	   young	  
gentrifiers.	   Their	   competence	   is	   in	   changing	   the	   “use	   of	   land”	   in	   order	   to	   change	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ultimately	   the	  monetary	   value	  of	   land”	   (see	  Harvey	  1982).	   But	   for	   the	   two	  men,	   land	  
owning	  is	  secondary.	  That	  is	  why	  they	  only	  want	  an	  option	  to	  purchase	  the	  land.	  Their	  
rare	   competence	   grants	   them,	   they	   believe,	   the	   upper	   hand	   in	   the	   negotiations	  with	  
Larry.	   Larry,	  by	  contrast,	  values	  ownership	   in	   itself.	  He	   is	   interested	   in	  “money	   trees”,	  
buildings	  that	  produce	  income,	  through	  rent	  collection.	  Therefore,	  Larry	  sees	  himself	  as	  
having	  the	  upper	  hand	  in	  the	  negotiation	  with	  the	  two	  men.	  He	  is	  asking	  for	  Daryl	  and	  
Michael’s	  recognition	  for	  his	  position	  of	  strength:	  “They	  didn’t	  put	  a	  dime	  in,	  they	  were	  
already	  dictating”,	  he	  says.	  
The	  process	  of	  gentrification	  pits	  against	  each	  other	  two	  kinds	  of	  housing	  professionals	  
in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  	  
On	   one	   hand,	   there	   are	   housing	   professionals	   who	   own	   and	   manage	   land	   before	  
gentrification	   took	   up.	   They	   do	   not	   have,	   or	   barely	   have	   the	   competences,	   the	  
knowledge	   and	   the	   resources	   to	   advance	   significantly	   the	   gentrification	   process.	   For	  
instance,	  it	  is	  Larry	  and	  the	  Said	  brothers	  talking	  about	  a	  nearby	  vacant	  lot	  that	  is	  being	  
rebuilt,	  and	  Larry	  saying,	  hopeful,	  they	  may	  put	  a	  Starbucks.	  One	  of	  the	  brothers	  rolls	  his	  
and	  says	  Starbucks	  is	  over,	  there	  are	  many	  local	  chains	  of	  coffee	  shops	  that	  matter	  more	  
–	  he	  means	  that	  matter	  more	  to	  gentrifiers.	  He	  hopes	  these	  are	  the	  ones	  the	  developers	  
will	  put	  in	  the	  new	  building,	  not	  Starbucks!	  Larry	  barely	  responds.	  He	  has	  no	  idea	  what	  
the	  brothers	  are	  talking	  about.	  The	  slight	  maladjustment	  with	  the	  gentrification	  forces,	  
characterizes	  also	  the	  Said	  Brothers.	  They	  actively	  pursue	  the	  gentrification	  process	  by	  
transforming	  the	  stores	  they	  own	  according	  to	  the	  assumed	  taste	  of	  gentrifiers,	  but	  they	  
also	  punch	  a	  tenant	  in	  the	  face	  because	  he	  does	  no	  pay	  rent	  –	  and	  they	  spend	  one	  night	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in	   jail	   for	   assault	   and	   battery.	   The	   Said	   brothers	   have	   such	   a	   shady	   reputation,	   that	  
newcomers	  to	  the	  area,	  and	  especially	  new	  shopkeepers,	  complains	  in	  blogs	  on-­‐line	  and	  
in	   the	   local	   newspapers	   about	   their	   behaviors.	   In	   the	   literature	   on	   gentrification,	   the	  
expression	  “old-­‐timers”	  is	  usually	  used	  to	  mean	  tenants	  who	  live	  in	  gentrifying	  area	  and	  
face	  displacements	   (Freeman	  2006;	  Newman	  and	  Wyly	  2006).	  But	   in	   fact	   “old-­‐timers”	  
should	   also	   encompass	   the	   housing	   actors	   of	   the	   local	   market	   that	   predates	   the	  
gentrification	   process	   –	   like	   Larry,	   the	   Said	   brothers,	   and	  Miss	   Jean	   –	   and	   who	   have	  
specific	   understanding	   for	   making	   money	   and	   are	   actively	   looking	   to	   advance	   their	  
material	  interests	  according	  to	  these	  principles.	  
On	   the	   other	   hand,	   against	   these	   “old	   timers”,	   are	   housing	   actors	   who	   have	   the	  
competences	   and	   resources	   for	   an	   active	   strategy	   of	   seducing	   gentrifiers	   to	   a	  
neighborhood	  but	  do	  not	  have	  land.	  This	  is	  the	  case	  of	  Daryl	  and	  Michael,	  when	  they	  try	  
to	   set-­‐up	   a	   place	   on	   the	   same	   street	   where	   Larry,	  Miss	   Jean	   and	   Said	   Brothers	   own	  
properties.	  
One	  level	  of	  struggle	  involved	  in	  the	  gentrification	  process	  –	  a	  level	  that	  is	  often	  missed	  
in	  the	   literature	  –	   is	  how	  the	   latter	  economic	  actors	  come	  to	  replace	  the	  former,	  how	  
new-­‐coming	  economic	  actors	  replace	  old-­‐timers.	  
LARRY	  AND	  THE	  CONDOMINIUM	  DEVELOPERS	  
Larry	   and	   the	   clique	   have	   worked	   for	   Douglas,	   one	   of	   the	   preeminent	   real	   estate	  
developers	   in	   New	   York	   City.	   Douglas	   has	   developed	   several	   condominium	   towers	   in	  
gentrifying	   neighborhoods	   of	  New	  York	   City.	   Larry	  worked	   on	   the	   assemblage	   for	   the	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Skyline	   Tower	   in	   Brooklyn	   –	   one	   of	   the	   several	   thirty-­‐plus-­‐story,	   swanky,	   residential	  
buildings	  erected	  in	  Brooklyn	  since	  2000.	  	  
The	  assemblage	  is	  one	  of	  the	  early	  steps	  of	  a	  massive	  redevelopment	  project.	  It	  consists	  
in	  the	  purchase	  of	  several	  adjacent,	  often	  small,	   lots	  belonging	  to	  various	  owners.	  The	  
goal	  is	  to	  create	  one	  single	  large	  parcel	  upon	  which	  a	  large	  condominium	  tower	  can	  be	  
built.	   The	   assemblage	   for	   the	   Skyline	   Tower	  was	   contentious.	   The	   other	   parties	  were	  
small	   business	   owners	   from	   Greek	   origins	   who	   knew	   each	   other	   very	   well.	   The	   area	  
where	   the	  Skyline	  Tower	   is	  erected	   is	  not	  historically	  a	   residential	  area.	  The	   lots	  were	  
made	   of	   auto-­‐body	   repair	   shops,	   warehouses	   and	   one-­‐story-­‐building	   with	   only	  
commercial	   and	   industrial	   spaces.	   In	   addition,	   the	   local	   political	   representative	   was	  
putting	   pressure	   on	   Douglas	   to	   buy	   more	   land	   in	   order	   to	   create	   a	   park	   for	   the	  
inhabitants	  of	  the	  nearby	  housing	  projects,	  in	  exchange	  of	  facilitating	  the	  administrative	  
rezoning	  process.	  Finally,	  there	  was	  no	  much	  room	  for	  expansion	  elsewhere	  in	  the	  area.	  
The	  other	   side	  of	   the	   street	  was	  already	   in	   redevelopment	  and	   the	  other	  neighboring	  
lots	  were	  unavailable	  because	  they	  belong	  to	  New	  York	  City	  Housing	  Authority.	  
Doug	  used	  Larry’s	  aggressive	  negotiation	  style	  to	  speed	  the	  assemblage	  process	  up	  and	  
to	  save	  on	  costs.	  Larry	  was	  accompanied	  in	  his	  negotiations	  by	  Erin	  and	  by	  an	  impressive	  
man	  named	  Neil	  (see	  chapter	  7).	  	  
Larry	  did	  a	  good	  job.	  He	  received	  a	  lot	  of	  money	  for	  his	  work	  –	  he	  once	  evoked	  to	  me	  
two	  hundred	  thousand	  dollars.	  Larry	  is	  invited	  (and	  me	  with	  him)	  to	  the	  inauguration	  of	  
the	  building	  and	  Douglas	  has	  kind	  words,	  even	  if	  brief,	  with	  him.	  Larry	  is	  proud	  to	  show	  
me	  what	  he	  participated	  to.	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However,	  Douglas	  does	  not	  need	  Larry	  since	  the	  assemblage	  has	  been	  completed	  years	  
ago.	   The	   building	   is	   managed	   by	   other	   professionals.	   Selling	   and	   renting	   apartments	  
happens	   on	   site	   and	   through	   the	   intermediary	   of	   large	   brokerage	   firms	   who	   target	  
young	   professionals	   from	  Manhattan.	   Larry	   has	   no	   role	   in	   this	   process.	   In	   addition,	   I	  
have	   never	   seen	   Larry	   handling	   any	   court	   case	   on	   behalf	   of	   the	   owner	   of	   the	   Skyline	  
Tower.	   Participating	   to	   the	   heavy	   gentrification	   process,	   Larry	   has	   participated	   to	   his	  
own	  demise	  from	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  this	  part	  of	  Brooklyn.	  
In	  2012,	  Douglas	  is	  interested	  in	  hiring	  again	  Larry	  for	  another	  assemblage	  in	  Brooklyn.	  
This	  time	  however,	  Douglas	  is	  teaming	  up	  with	  the	  real	  estate	  investment	  arm	  of	  a	  large	  
investment	  bank	  on	  Wall	  Street.	  Larry	  met	  with	  the	  two	  teams.	  When	  he	  comes	  out	  of	  
the	  meeting	  he	  tells	  me	  that	  they	  need	  him	  for	  the	  negotiation.	  They	   look	   like	  people	  
with	  money,	  with	  their	  expensive	  suits,	  whereas	  he	  does	  not,	  with	  his	  raggedy,	  working-­‐
class,	   clothes.	   Larry	   would	   team	   up	   with	   the	   P.E.B.	   group	   he	   tells	   to	   have	   more	  
manpower	  to	  handle	  all	  the	  negotiations	  with	  the	  different	  potential	  sellers.	  
But	  Douglas	  does	  not	  call	  back	  Larry	  after	  the	  meeting.	  	  
A	  few	  weeks	  later,	  Larry	  tells	  me	  he	  is	  about	  selling	  Martha	  Baker’s	  building.	  I	  ask,	  
“I	   see	   you’re	   making	   money.	   Oh,	   [and]	   what	   about	   that	   big	   deal	   on	   ____	   street	   [in	  
Brooklyn	  with	  Douglas]?	  How	  is	  that	  going?”	  
“Douglas,	  he	  never	  called	  me.	  Why	  should	  I	  call	  [him]?	  [To]	  Beg	  him?	  He	  was	  going	  hire	  
us.	  We	  did	  the	  paperwork,	  he	  met	  Mickey	  [from	  the	  P.E.B	  group].	  He	  never	  called	  back.	  
What	  I’m	  gonna	  do?	  Chase	  him?	  For	  what?	  Beg	  him?	  If	  I	  beg	  him,	  I	  have	  no	  value.	  ‘Here,	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let	  me	   give	   you	   some	   scraps’.	   I’m	   doing	   ok	   on	  my	   own.	   I	   travel,	   I	   do	  what	   I	   do	   and	  
everybody	  is	  happy.	  I	  get	  laid.	  What	  more	  do	  I	  want?”	  
LARRY	  AND	  THE	  FINANCIAL	  INVESTORS	  
Antoine	   is	  a	  French	   real	  estate	   investor	   I	  meet	  at	  a	  party.	  After	  a	   few	  other	  meetings	  
with	   him,	   I	   understand	   he	   has	   recently	   set	   up	   a	   multi-­‐million	   dollars	   fund	   to	   buy	  
foreclosed	  properties.	  The	  fund	  is	  only	  his	  first	  bid.	  If	  he	  can	  prove	  he	  can	  make	  a	  few	  
good	  deals,	  Antoine	  would	  be	  able	  to	  raise	  a	  second	  fund,	  with	  a	  few	  tens	  of	  million	  of	  
dollars.	  	  
Antoine	   arrived	   in	   the	   US	   on	   a	   scholarship	   to	   play	   sports	   for	   a	   university.	   He	   then	  
became	  a	   trader	   in	   a	  hedge	   fund.	   	  After	   a	   few	  years,	  he	  attended	  one	  of	   the	   top-­‐ten	  
MBA	  programs	  in	  the	  US.	  When	  he	  graduated,	  during	  the	  housing	  crisis,	  he	  decided	  to	  
become	  a	  real	  estate	  investor	  in	  foreclosed	  properties.	  
I	   ask	   Larry	   what	   does	   he	   think	   of	   the	   kind	   of	   operations	   that	   Antoine	   does.	   Larry	   is	  
interested	  and	  he	  asks	  me	  to	  meet	  Antoine.	  After	  a	  quick	  verification	  with	  Antoine,	  who	  
is	  also	   interested	   in	  a	  connection	  with	  Larry,	   the	  two	  men	  talk	   to	  each	  other	  over	   the	  
phone.	  	  
After	  the	  phone	  call,	  I	  ask	  Larry:	  
“Tell	  me,	  what	  do	  you	  think	  about	  Antoine?”	  
“He	  is	  extremely	  bright	  and	  smart.	  He	  is	  working	  with	  a	  methodology.	  He	  is	  working	  with	  
a	  bank	  that	  has	  properties	  all	  over	  the	  US.	  Remy	  is	  really	  aggressive.	  Lee	  and	  I	  want	  to	  
buy	  20	  cents	  on	  a	  dollar	  [on	  foreclosed	  properties	  –	  se	  below],	  [Antoine]	  is	  willing	  to	  pay	  
66	  [cents	  on	  a	  dollar],	  not	  me.	  That’s	  not	  what	  I	  want.”	  
	   169	  
“Do	  you	  think	  he	  is	  making	  bad	  deals?”	  I	  ask.	  
“I	  don’t	  know	  what	  his	  deals	  [are].	  I	  don’t	  even	  want	  to	  pay	  50	  cents	  on	  a	  dollar	  because	  
there	  is	  no	  margin	  of	  errors.	  It	  makes	  no	  sense.”	  
In	   a	   subsequent	   conversation,	   Larry	   again	   points	   to	   how	   Antoine’s	   methodology,	   his	  
“numbers”	  and	  his	  “spreadsheet”,	  ends	  up	  with	  bids	  that	  are	  far	  too	  high	  for	  Larry.	  	  
A	  few	  months	  later,	  Larry	  sends	  Antoine	  the	  financial	  information	  for	  the	  building	  3030.	  
Larry	  wants	  to	  sell	  the	  building	  that	  belongs	  to	  the	  Kay	  family.	  Larry	  has	  obtained	  offers	  
at	  $2.2	  -­‐	  $2.3	  million	  from	  other	  potential	  buyers.	  But	  he	  needs	  $2.5	  million	  to	  convince	  
the	  Kays	  to	  sell.	  Because	  Antoine	   is	   in	   the	  habit	  of	  buying	  at	  a	  high	  price	  according	  to	  
Larry,	   contacting	  Antoine	   seems	  a	   sensible	   idea.	  Maybe	  Antoine	  will	   be	  willing	   to	  pay	  
$2.5	  million	  that	  the	  Kays	  are	  asking.	  	  
“Antoine	  have	  you	  received	  my	  e-­‐mail?	  Sorry	  for	  the	  delay.	  3030	  is	  a	  very	  clean	  building,	  
and	  I	  just	  put	  a	  brand	  new	  super	  [Andres].	  I	  have	  offers	  at	  $2.4	  and	  $2.5	  million	  but	  they	  
want	   to	   backtrack.	   I	  might	   to	   shove	   it	   down	   their	   throat.	   And	   actual	   income	   today	   is	  
approximately	  $285,000.	  So	  basically,	   in	  the	  12-­‐24	  months	  the	  actual	  cash	  flow	  will	  be	  
about	  $300,000.”	  
…	  
“We	  keep	  [repairs]	  in-­‐house,	  we	  have	  a	  brand	  new	  super.	  Oh	  and	  I’m	  in	  your	  face.	  I	  was	  
thinking	  to	  put	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  [families	  as	  tenants].”	  
…	  
“No,	  no,	  there	  is	  no	  tax	  abatement.”	  
…	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“Also	   I	   have	   another	   building.	   Clean	   [too],	   across	   a	   park	   [in	   Bed-­‐Stuy],	   that	   one	   I	   can	  
make	  the	  deal	  at	  1.5	  [million	  dollars].	  If	  you’re	  interested,	  let	  me	  know.	  Bye”	  
Larry	  does	  not	  understand	  what	  makes	  a	  good	  deal	  for	  Antoine.	  The	  price	  may	  be	  high,	  
but	   Antoine	   thinks	   he	   can	  make	   it	   up,	   among	   other	   things,	   through	   tax	   abatements.	  
Larry	   is	   off-­‐grounds	   facing	   the	   savvier	   financially	   “methodology”	   of	   Antoine.	   In	   an	  
incongruous	   juxtaposition,	   Larry	  evokes	   the	   reversed	  block	  busting	   strategy	  of	  putting	  
Jewish	  Orthodox	  family	  at	  3030	   in	  order	  to	  scare	  older	  black	  tenants,	  while	  Antoine	   is	  
asking	  for	  the	  possibility	  of	  tax	  abatements.	  	  
The	   economic	   representations	   of	   the	   two	   men	   are	   not	   fully	   disjointed	   (Larry	   is	   well	  
aware	  of	  the	   importance	  of	  taxes	  when	  he	  recommends	  to	  his	  clients	  to	  make	  a	  1031	  
exchange,	  which	  a	  tax-­‐based	  transaction)	  
Antoine	   has	   a	  mandate	   to	   buy	   for	   $25	  millions	   of	   foreclosed	   properties	  with	   his	   first	  
fund.	  Antoine	  is	  very	  interested	  in	  Central	  Brooklyn,	  with	  its	  numerous	  foreclosure	  and	  
the	   forces	   of	   gentrification	   that	   transforms	   the	  whole	   gigantic	   area.	   However,	   by	   the	  
end	  of	  my	  fieldwork,	  Larry	  has	  not	  been	  able	  to	  make	  any	  deal	  with	  Antoine.	  
LARRY	  IS	  HANDED	  OUT	  $150	  MILLION	  
The	  series	  of	  maladjustments	  between	  Larry	  and	  richer	  networks	  and	  organizations	  of	  
the	  housing	  market	  could	  be	  attributed	  to	  Larry’s	  lower	  level	  of	  resources.	  	  
However,	  Larry	  has	  one	  individual	  in	  the	  clique	  who	  is	  extremely	  wealthy,	  the	  Old	  Man.	  
Between	  his	  own	  wealth	  and	  the	  wealth	  he	  has	  donated	  to	  his	  children,	  Larry	  estimates	  
hat	  Leonard	  has	  more	  than	  $600	  millions	  of	  assets	  (Larry	  hasn’t	  given	  me	  the	  amount	  of	  
debts,	  which	  in	  real	  estate	  is	  always	  substantial).	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Larry	  started	  his	  career	  in	  real	  estate	  when	  be	  became	  a	  chauffeur	  for	  Leonard,	  for	  his	  
travels	  across	  the	  US.	  Larry	  does	  not	  talk	  much	  about	  this	  time.	  He	  always	  does	  as	  if	  he	  
was	   an	   advisor	   to	   Leonard.	   It	   is	   a	   role	   that	   came	   later.	   I	   discovered	   this	   when	   Larry	  
invited	  me	  to	  Leonard’s	  massive	  house	  on	  Long	  Island.	  One	  of	  the	  daughters	  of	  Leonard,	  
a	  woman	   in	  her	  50s,	  seeing	  Larry,	  said	  with	  sarcasm,	  “Here	   is	   the	  chauffeur”.	  Leonard	  
does	  not	  share	  a	  similarcontempt.	  Leonard	  told	  me	  that	  Larry	  is	  the	  best	  bill	  collector	  he	  
has	  known	  in	  his	  career.	  
In	   winter	   2010,	   early	   in	   my	   fieldwork,	   Larry	   and	   I	   stand	   in	   Larry’s	   tiny,	   smelly	   and	  
windowless	  office.	  Larry	  has	  a	  large	  smile.	  He	  hands	  me	  two	  sheets	  of	  paper.	  It	  is	  a	  letter	  
addressed	   to	   a	   large	   bank,	   by	   another	   large	   bank.	   The	   letter	   says	   that	   Larry	   receives	  
mandate	   from	   Leonard	   to	   start	   negotiating	   for	   the	   purchase	   of	   $150	   million	   of	  
foreclosed	  properties.	  Larry	  tells	  me	  a	  similar	   letter	  will	  be	  sent	  to	  JP	  Morgan,	  Bank	  of	  
America,	  Capital	  One	  and	  other	  banks.	  With	   the	   subprime	   crisis,	   these	  banks	  become	  
the	  potential	  owners	  of	  an	  always-­‐greater	  number	  of	  properties	  in	  foreclosure,	  explains	  
Larry.	   Larry	   and	   the	   Old	  Man	   assume	   that	   banks	   do	   not	   see	   themselves	   as	   property	  
managers.	   They	   expect,	   then,	   that	   large	   commercial	   banks	   will	   soon	   seek	   wholesale	  
deals	  for	  foreclosed	  properties.	  They	  believe	  that	  the	  discount	  could	  be	  tremendous.	  	  
I	   am	   impressed.	   I	   did	   not	   expect	   that	   Larry	   could	   control	   so	   much	   money.	   Larry	   is	  
excited,	  even	  if	  he	  plays	  it	  cool,	  
However	  in	  the	  next	  few	  weeks	  not	  much	  happens.	  One	  early	  Saturday	  morning,	  Larry	  
and	   I	   watch	   a	   closed	   pawnshop	   in	   Brownsville,	   Brooklyn,	   one	   of	   the	   poorest	  
neighborhoods	  of	  New	  York	  City.	  The	  owner	  of	  the	  building	  is	  a	  mobster	  and	  Caleb	  is	  his	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lawyer	  (see	  chapter	  8).	  The	  building	  owner	  wants	  to	  locate	  the	  storeowner	  who	  has	  not	  
paid	   rent	   in	   several	  months.	   Larry	   and	   I	   spend	   an	   hour	   on	   the	   parking	   lot	   across	   the	  
street,	  watching	  in	  vain	  the	  store.	  We	  leave.	  
While	   Larry	   is	  driving,	   I	   am	  puzzled	  by	   the	   contrast	  between,	  on	  one	  hand,	   the	  dollar	  
amount	   of	   the	  mandate	   that	   Larry	   has	   received,	   the	   sophisticated	   analysis	   of	   banks’	  
economic	  situation,	  the	  perspectives	  of	  profits	  both	  for	  Larry	  and	  for	  the	  Old	  Man,	  and,	  
on	  the	  other	  hand,	   the	  current	  activity	   to	  which	  Larry	  dedicates	  his	   time:	  watching	  an	  
empty	   store	   in	   Brownsville	   as	   an	   unpaid	   service	   given	   to	   Caleb.	  Why	   does	   Larry	   not	  
politely	   refuse	   Caleb’s	   and	   others’	   solicitations	   in	   order	   to	   dedicate	   his	   energies	   and	  
time	  to	  the	  Old	  Man’s	  mandate?	  Why	  does	  Larry	  embed	  himself	  into	  economic	  relations	  
and	  transactions	  that	  seem	  much	  less	  profitable	  than	  alternative	  ones	  available	  to	  him?	  	  
My	   initial	   puzzle	   is	   compounded	   with	   a	   second	   one	   about	   the	   nature	   of	   the	   most	  
profitable	  strategies	  in	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  low-­‐income	  neighborhoods.	  Why	  not	  use	  
the	  $150	  million	  to	  implement	  a	  “structural	  gentrification”	  strategy	  	  (Logan	  and	  Molotch	  
1987:30)	  like	  Douglas,	  instead	  of	  buying	  scattered	  foreclosed	  properties?	  	  
I	  ask	  Larry,	  
“Larry	  com’on,	  why	  don’t	  you	  ask	  the	  Old	  Man	  to	  give	  you	  a	  mandate	  to	  buy	  a	  bunch	  of	  
warehouses?	   You	   spend	   $100	   million,	   somewhere	   in	   Brooklyn	   or	   Queens	   and	   you	  
gentrify	  the	  area,	  just	  like	  the	  Greek	  guy	  did	  in	  DUMBO?36”	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36	  I’m	  referring	  to	  David	  Walentas	  (who	  is	  not	  Greek!)	  of	  Two	  Tree	  Management.	  Walentas	  is	  famous	  for	  redeveloping	  
the	  area	  DUMBO	   in	  Brooklyn,	  buying	  2	  million	   square	   feet	  at	   the	  end	  of	  1970s	   for	  $6	  a	   square	   foot,	  which	  now	   is	  
worth	   $1,000:	  
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/24/realestate/commercial/24sqft.html?adxnnl=1&ref=davidcwalentas&adxnnlx=1
390525755-­‐jO5mZyDCZEM4wxCsrfAwFg	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“It’s	  not	  what	  we	  do”,	  replies	  Larry.	  “The	  Old	  Man	  buys	  dollar	  stores,	  ‘dollar	  general’,	  he	  
loves	  this	  [kind	  of	  investment].	  Or	  this	  building	  right	  here	  [pointing	  to	  a	  decrepit	  building	  
on	  Fulton	  Street	   in	  Bed-­‐Stuy,	  Brooklyn]	  he	  could	  buy	   this	   [building]	  even	   if	  he	  doesn’t	  
like	  residential	  [building]	  in	  NY.	  It	  took	  30	  years	  for	  your	  Greek	  guy	  to	  gentrify	  DUMBO.	  
You	   spend	   years	   in	   court	   with	   non-­‐profits	   and	   neighborhood	   organizations.	   They’re	  
bleeding	  heart	  liberals.	  It’s	  a	  huge	  waste	  of	  time.	  Clement	  remember,	  ‘time	  is	  equity’”	  
Larry	  replies	  with	  two	  arguments	  of	  authority	  that	  do	  not	  explain	  much.	  “It’s	  not	  what	  
we	  do”	  and	  “time	  is	  equity”.	  It	  just	  seems	  too	  complicated	  and	  too	  long	  for	  him.	  It	  is	  a	  
process	  that	  he	  does	  not	  see	  himself	  navigating	  successfully.	  He	  expresses	  that	  it	  is	  not	  
his	  economic	  world.	  
A	   few	  days	   later,	  Larry	  and	   I	  are	  again	   in	  Brownsville,	   for	  a	  meeting	  that	  seems	  to	  me	  
even	   more	   a	   waste	   of	   time,	   ever	   more	   remote	   from	   any	   action,	   than	   watching	   the	  
pawnshop.	   On	   our	   way	   back,	   Larry	   talks	   about	   Brownsville.	   I	   voice	   my	   surprise	   how	  
better	  looking	  is	  Pitkin	  avenue	  in	  comparison	  to	  the	  long	  segment	  of	  Fulton	  street	  that	  
runs	  along	  Bed-­‐Stuy	  between	  Nostrand	  and	  Broadway	  Junction.	  We	  start	  talking	  about	  
the	  former	  Jewish	  presence	  on	  Pitkin	  Avenue	  and	  Belmont	  Avenue,	  and	  how	  Larry	  used	  
to	  buy	  live	  poultry	  on	  Belmont	  Avenue	  for	  his	  grandmother.	  	  
I	  point	   to	  a	   large	  abandoned	  public	  school	  and	  a	   few	  minutes	   later	  to	  a	   former	  movie	  
theater,	  both	  desperately	  needing	  heavy	  reconstruction,	  and	  I	  ask	  why	  not	  invest	  there.	  
The	   neighborhood	   seems	   quite	   good,	   why	   not	   be	   real	   entrepreneurs	   and	   re-­‐invest	  
massively	  here?	  Larry	  says	  only	  government	  can	  bring	  the	  cash	  needed	  to	  turn	  around	  
this	   neighborhood	   and	  make	   it	  more	   attuned	   to	  middles-­‐class	   tastes.	  He	   shows	  me	   a	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building	   that	  has	  been	  bought	  by	  a	  community-­‐based	  organization.	  He	  was	  marginally	  
involved	  in	  the	  deal.	  But	  he	  is	  skeptical.	  He	  says,	  
“It’s	   billions	   of	   dollars	   to	   turn	   around	   Brownsville.	   It	   is	   not	   even	   sure	   that	   there	   is	  
demand	  for	  it”.	  	  
He	  ends	  the	  topic	  with	  his	  usual	  remark	  about	  Brownsville:	  
“It’s	  shitsville.”	  
Yet,	  when	  we	  pass	  by	  a	  99-­‐cent	  store	  filled	  with	  cleaning	  products,	  schools	  products,	  can	  
foods,	  and	  luggage,	  Larry	  tells	  me	  that	  Syrian	  Jews	  have	  owned	  this	  store	  for	  40	  years.	  
Larry	   is	   himself	   has	   Syrian	   roots.	   He	   points	   to	   this	   store	   as	   the	   sort	   of	   economic	  
endeavors	  that	  suits	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  He	  tells	  me	  that	  the	  building	  
has	  been	  bought	  for	  almost	  nothing	  decades	  earlier.	  The	  commodities	  sold	  are	  paid	  to	  
the	  wholesaler	  only	  if	  they	  are	  sold.	  He	  finally	  points	  to	  the	  “prime	  location”	  of	  the	  store	  
and	  the	  foot	  traffic.	  	  
He	  concludes	  that	  the	  store	  and	  the	  building	  have	  been	  slowly	  piling	  up	  cash	  for	  years,	  
and	  made	   the	   fortune	   of	   the	   family	  who	   owns	   it	   generation	   after	   generation.	   This	   is	  
what	   the	   real	   estate	   market	   of	   low-­‐income	   neighborhoods	   is	   about:	   piling	   up	   cash,	  
building	   up	   equity,	   years	   after	   years,	   generation	   after	   generation,	   not	   structural	  
gentrification.	   The	   “action”	   is	   here,	   in	   this	   kind	   of	   endeavor.	   It	   is	   not	   in	   the	  massive	  
localized	   reinvestments	   coordinated	   by	   local	   elites	   against	   local	  movements	   as	   David	  
Walentas	  did	  with	  DUMBO	  and	  as	  Douglas	  is	  doing	  with	  a	  few	  others	  with	  Brooklyn.	  	  
The	  action	   is	  not	   so	  much	  either	   in	  buying	   foreclosed	  properties	   to	   large	  banks.	   Larry	  
was	   never	   able	   to	  materialize	   Leonard’s	  mandate	   in	   actual	   purchases.	   Prices	   are	   too	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high	  and	  banks	  need	  bigger	  wholesalers,	   says	  Larry.	  He	  also	  evokes	   legal	   issues	  of	  bill	  
collectors	   licenses.	   But	   rapidly	   the	   whole	   deal	   fades	   from	   conversation	   and	   Larry	  
dedicates	  his	  energies	  to	  other	  more	  pressing	  issues:	  selling	  3030,	  selling	  Martha’s	  Baker	  
building,	   going	   to	   court	   to	   evict	   tenants,	   setting	   predatory	   strategies	   for	   the	   Harlem	  
Deal…	  	  
Surprising	   is	   how	   quickly	   Larry	   gave	   up	   on	   the	   $150	   million	   deal,	   as	   if	   the	   letter	   he	  
showed	  me	  was	  enough	  for	  him,	  was	  already	  something	  of	  value	  –	  a	  proof	  that	  he	  has	  
economic	  and	  professional	  value!	  But,	  also,	  as	  if	  he	  knew,	  at	  the	  back	  of	  his	  mind,	  that	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The	   various	   predatory	   strategies	   of	   the	   clique	   and	   the	   collective	   nature	   of	   these	  
economic	  endeavors	  can	  be	  seen	  in	  the	  case	  of	  the	  Harlem	  Deal.	  From	  summer	  2010	  to	  
fall	   2012,	   the	   clique,	   with	   the	   support	   of	   two	   new	   members,	   Andres	   and	   Nicholas,	  
applies	  predatory	  strategies	  to	  make	  money	  out	  of	  a	  derelict	  rooming	  house	  located	  in	  a	  
gentrifying	  central	  Harlem.	  	  
A	   rooming	   house,	   or	   Single	   Room	   Occupancy	   (SRO)	   building,	   is	   a	   specific	   kind	   of	  
dwelling,	   in	  which	   either	   the	   kitchen	   or	   the	   bathroom	   (or	   both)	   is	   (or	   are)	   shared	   by	  
tenants.	   With	   its	   week-­‐by-­‐week	   rent,	   SRO	   buildings	   are	   meant	   to	   house	   transient	  
workers	  who	  have	  seasonal,	  temporary,	  or	  irregular	  jobs	  in	  the	  city	  (Hartman	  1984:54-­‐
59).	  Rent	  is	  low,	  living	  conditions	  are	  often	  poor.	  The	  rooming	  houses	  are	  also	  the	  place	  
of	  living	  for	  older	  males,	  retired	  with	  low-­‐income,	  and	  for	  the	  “isolated”,	  which	  does	  no	  
mean	  people	  without	  social	  connections,	  but	  people	  whose	  core	  social	  life	  does	  not	  take	  
place	   in	   the	   classic	   and	   most	   mainstream	   organizations,	   such	   as	   the	   family,	   the	  
workplace	  or	  the	  church	  (Klinenberg	  2002).	  Rooming	  houses	  are	  the	  first	  victims	  of	  the	  
gentrification	  process.	  They	  close	  and	  after	  heavy	  construction	  work	  to	  fit	  the	  taste	  and	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life-­‐style	   of	   the	   incoming	   middle-­‐class,	   they	   participate	   to	   the	   gentrification	   of	   low-­‐
income	  neighborhoods.	  	  
In	  New	  York	  City,	  rooming	  houses	  are	  subjected	  to	  a	  specific	  regulation	  that	  gives	  higher	  
protection	  to	  tenants	  against	  eviction	  and	  landlord’s	  harassment.	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas,	  
the	  former	  as	  an	  official	  tenant	  and	  the	  latter	  as	  an	  unofficial	  one,	  affiliate	  themselves	  
to	  Larry’s	   clique.	  They	  seek	   to	  monetize	   the	  housing	   rights	   that	   the	   regulation	  system	  
grants	  them	  and	  to	  benefit,	  in	  their	  own	  way,	  from	  the	  gentrification	  process	  of	  Harlem.	  
A	  NARRATIVE	  STYLE	  	  
The	  present	  chapter	  is	  the	  story	  of	  the	  Harlem	  Deal.	  It	  involves	  Andres,	  Nicholas	  and	  the	  
clique,	  which	  includes	  here	  Larry	  and	  Erin	  as	  lawyers,	  Caleb,	  Lee	  (a.k.a	  Leonard	  or	  “the	  
Old	   Man”)	   and	   Sir	   Kevin	   as	   investors,	   Ricky	   Horros	   as	   real	   estate	   broker.	   It	   also	  
implicates	  an	  advocacy	  group	  called	  Defending	  Tenant.	  The	  Harlem	  Deal	   is	  an	  alliance	  
based	  on	  the	  premise	  there	  is	  money	  to	  make	  out	  the	  owner	  of	  the	  rooming	  house	  in	  
which	   Andres	   and	  Nicholas.	   The	   story	   has	   a	   clear	   beginning,	   a	   pact	   between	   Andres,	  
Nicholas	   and	   the	   clique,	   a	   climax	   with	   an	   unexpected	   turning	   point,	   and	   a	   series	   of	  
consequences	  that	  leads	  to	  an	  epilogue.	  In	  the	  epilogue,	  the	  initial	  alliance	  breaks	  apart	  
and	  the	  clique	  partly	  disbands	  itself,	  in	  acrimony.	  	  
To	   relate	   these	   events,	   this	   chapter	   adopts	   a	   new	   format	   and	   writing	   style,	   which	  
contrasts	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  this	  research.	  It	  is	  organized	  chronologically,	  and	  it	  puts	  more	  
emphasis	   on	   describing	   how	   events	   concatenate	   than	   on	   chopping	   analytically	   reality	  
into	  simple	  bits.	  There	  are	  three	  reasons	  why	  I	  choose	  this	  mode	  of	  presentation:	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First,	   the	  narrative	  style	   is	  meant	   to	  underline	   the	   fluidity	  of	   the	  acting	  entities	   in	   the	  
housing	  market.	  By	  attaching	  themselves	  to	  Larry’s	  clique,	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  change	  
their	  behavior	  and	  economic	  action.	  They	  have	  new	  material	  and	  immaterial	  resources,	  
new	  options	  in	  their	  struggle	  against	  their	  landlord.	  The	  owner	  of	  the	  rooming	  does	  not	  
face	  simply	  a	  tenant	  (Andres)	  and	  someone	  who	  lives	  illegally	  in	  the	  building	  (Nicholas),	  
but	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  as	  members	  of	  Larry’s	  clique,	  a	  difference	  that	  the	  categories	  
of	  “tenant”	  or	  “squatter”	  do	  not	  capture.	  Similarly,	  while	  the	  alliance	  around	  Andres	  and	  
Nicholas	   thinks	   it	   is	   dealing	   with	   a	   weak	   landlord	   burdened	   with	   heavy	   debts,	  
regulations,	  court-­‐ordered	  repairs,	  and	  no	  money,	  it	  slowly	  discovers	  that	  the	  other	  side	  
actually	   looks	   like	   and	  acts	   like	   the	  predatory	  machine	  of	   Larry.	   The	  acting	  entities	   at	  
play	   within	   the	   housing	  market	   change	  more	   dramatically	   or	   reveal	   more	   depth	   and	  
hidden	   features	   than	   their	   official	   categories	   suggest.	   The	   nature	   of	   these	   entities	  
morph	   and	   are	   discovered	   according	   to	   shifting	   subterranean	   affiliations.	   In	   the	   first	  
period	  of	  the	  Harlem	  Deal,	  these	  subterranean	  alliances	  put	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  –	  two	  
poor	   tenants	   –	   in	   the	   position	  of	   being	   the	   predators	   against	   a	  weak	   landlord.	   In	   the	  
second	   moment	   of	   the	   case,	   the	   landlord	   side	   morphs	   and	   becomes	   a	   predatory	  
machine	   that	   will	   defeat	   the	   alliance	   between	   Andres,	   Nicholas	   and	   the	   clique.	   The	  
narrative	  aspect	  of	  this	  chapter	  is	  meant	  to	  convey	  the	  dynamic	  –	  the	  changing	  nature	  –	  
of	  the	  forces	  in	  this	  struggle	  between	  a	  tenant	  side	  and	  a	  landlord	  side	  in	  a	  context	  of	  
gentrification.	  
Second,	   the	   narrative	   style	   highlights	   the	   power	   and	   efficacy	   of	   the	   vocabulary	   of	  
“predation”	   for	  describing	   the	  housing	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	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Doing	  fieldwork	  on	  the	  Harlem	  Deal,	   I	  discover	  that	  another	  entity,	  which	  behaves	  like	  
Larry’s	  clique,	  exists.	  Larry’s	  clique	   is	  not	  unique.	   It	  has	  an	  alter	  ego,	  which	   I	  observed	  
from	  afar,	  but	   in	  action	  and	   through	   its	  effects	  on	  Andres,	  Nicholas,	   Larry	  and	  others.	  
Andres	  makes	  the	  same	  discovery	  as	  I	  do.	  There	  is	  thus	  some	  generality	  to	  how	  Larry’s	  
clique	   is	   organized.	   It	  warrants	   the	   notion	   of	   “game”	   that	   Larry	   keeps	   using	   to	  make	  
sense	  of	   its	  economic	  world.	  He	  and	  his	  allies	  are	  not	   idiosyncratic	  entities.	  They	   feel,	  
rightly	  so,	  they	  are	  part	  of	  a	  larger	  mode	  of	  organizing	  of	  the	  housing	  market,	  in	  which	  
what	   they	  do	  makes	   sense	   and	   is	   common.	   “Game”	  encapsulates	   this	   larger	  mode	  of	  
organization	   and	   points	   outs	   a	   contrast	   with	   the	   official	   definitions	   of	   the	   housing	  
market.	  There	  is	  an	  interesting	  coda,	  however,	  to	  this	  analysis.	  If	  the	  kind	  of	  predatory	  
machines	   I	   outline	   is	   rarely	   described	   in	   the	   scholarship,	   it	   is	   because	   it	   is	   difficult	   to	  
observe,	  not	  only	  to	  outsiders	  like	  me	  and	  other	  scholars,	  but	  also	  to	  the	  housing	  actors	  
themselves.	   In	   the	  Harlem	  Deal,	   it	   takes	   time	  to	  both	  sides	   to	  understand	  whom	  they	  
are	   dealing	   with	   –	   and	   they	   are	   never	   sure.	   The	   narrative	   style	   I	   use	   in	   this	   chapter	  
highlights	  time	  and	  duration,	  suggests	  actors’	  uncertainties	  and	  mistakes,	  and	  points	  to	  
the	   difficulty	   in	   spotting	   and	   circumscribing	   the	   economic	   entities	   people	   face	   and	  
belong	  to	  –	  a	  difficulty	  shared	  by	  observers	  and	  local	  actors	  alike.	  
Third,	  the	  dynamic	  dimension	  of	  the	  Harlem	  Deal’s	  narrative	  puts	  the	  focus	  on	  how	  the	  
clique	   recruits	   and	   excludes	   members,	   how	   people	   come	   to	   voluntarily	   affiliate	  
themselves	  with	   the	   clique	   and	   come	   to	   detach	   themselves	   from	   it.	   It	   is	   a	   process	   of	  
coupling	   and	   uncoupling,	   of	   formation	   and	   severance	   of	   social	   ties,	   between	   Larry’s	  
clique,	  on	  one	  hand,	  and	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  on	   the	  other	   (see	  Small	  2009,	  Vaughan	  
	   180	  
1986).	  For	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas,	  coupling	  with	  the	  clique	  goes	  beyond	  a	  strict	  analysis	  of	  
material	  costs	  and	  benefits.	  They	  affiliate	  to	  the	  clique	  because	  they	  invest	  elated	  hopes	  
of	   getting	   access	   to	   great	   intercessory	   powers	   and	   to	   newfound	   feelings	   of	   economic	  
safety.	   Larry	   invests	   in	   the	   relationship	   for	   material	   interests	   and	   for	   the	   positive	  
reflections	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  send	  him	  back	  of	  his	  station	  in	  life	  and	  society.	  Andres	  
and	  Nicholas’	  attachment	  to	  the	  clique	  is	  both	  an	  interest-­‐based	  membership	  to	  a	  quasi-­‐
corporate	   grouping	   and	   a	   larger	   emotional	   and	   experiential	   investment.	   “The	  
dovetailing	  of	   [Andres	  and	  Nicholas’]	  desires”	  with	  Larry’s	  desires	   fuse	  the	  two	  groups	  
into	  one	  (Malcolm	  1990).	  Detachment	  from	  the	  clique,	  however,	  is	  more	  strictly	  based	  
on	  a	  calculation	  of	   interests,	  of	  costs	  and	  benefits.	  The	  process	   that	   leads	  Andres	  and	  
Nicholas	   to	   this	   disaffiliation,	   then,	   is	   one	   where	   the	   emotional	   and	   experiential	  
component	   of	   the	   relation	   to	   the	   clique	   fades	   away,	   leaving	   naked	   interests	   and	  
calculations.	   Cover-­‐ups,	   rationalizations,	   self-­‐doubts,	   and	   striking	   revelations	   organize	  
the	  emotional	  disinvestment	  from	  the	  clique	  (see	  Vaughan	  1986:	  chapter	  4	  and	  8	  for	  a	  
very	   similar	   analysis).	   There	   is	   a	   significant	   pay-­‐off	   for	   focusing	   on	   the	   process	   of	  
affiliation/disaffiliation	   or	   inclusion/exclusion	   to	   the	   clique,	   through	   the	   case	   of	   the	  
Harlem	  Deal.	  It	  is	  possible	  to	  get	  insights	  into	  the	  relative	  capacity	  of	  the	  clique	  to	  mesh	  
down,	   rather	   than	  up.	  By	   this	   I	  mean	  the	  relative	  ease	  with	  which	  the	  clique	  can	  plug	  
and	  recruit	  into	  the	  local	  social	  life	  of	  the	  neighborhoods	  in	  which	  it	  operates	  –	  a	  social	  
life	   made	   of,	   at	   least	   in	   part,	   of	   people	   like	   Andres	   and	   Nicholas	   –	   and	   the	   relative	  
difficulty	   of	   the	   clique	   to	   connect	   with	   more	   resource-­‐rich	   circuits	   of	   the	   housing	  
market.	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In	  short,	  the	  Harlem	  Deal	  underlines	  the	  depth	  of	  the	  perspective	  on	  the	  housing	  market	  
in	   terms	   of	   “predatory	  machine”	   and	   “prey”	   and	   the	   dynamic	   fluidity	   of	   the	   informal	  
acting	   entities	   in	   this	   market.	   It	   suggests	   that	   the	   common	   and	   official	   notions	   of	  
“landlord”,	   “tenant”,	   “real	   estate	   broker”	   etc,	   give	   few	   insights	   on	   how	   local	   housing	  
actors	  see	  and	  understand	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  
These	  common	  notions	  do	  not	  help	  us	  (outsiders)	  understanding	  where	  local	  economic	  
actors	   see	   “the	   action”	   (Goffman	   1967),	   where	   they	   perceive	   opportunities	   to	   make	  
money,	  and	  how	  they	  understand	  the	  adequate	  strategies	  to	  seize	  these	  opportunities.	  
The	  common	  categories	  do	  not	  help	  us	  much	  in	  understanding	  economic	  action	  in	  the	  
world	  I	  have	  observed	  –	  precisely,	  because	  these	  economic	  actions	  are	  built	  up,	  in	  part,	  
against	  common,	  official,	  categorizations.	  	  
*	  
The	  present	   chapter	   follows	  a	   chronological	  order	  and	  adopts	  a	  more	  narrative	  and	  a	  
more	  descriptive	  style	  than	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  present	  work.	  In	  the	  first	  section	  I	  outline	  the	  
key	  characters	  of	  this	  story	  –	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  in	  their	  social	  context.	  The	  remaining	  
of	  the	  chapter	  follows	  a	  chronological	  order	  from	  summer	  2010	  to	  fall	  2012,	  dividing	  the	  
period	  in	  five	  moments,	  from	  initial	  pact,	  to	  climax,	  to	  an	  epilogue.	  	  In	  the	  conclusion	  of	  
this	   chapter,	  which	   serves	   also	   as	   a	   conclusion	   for	   the	  whole	   first	   part	   of	   this	  work	   I	  
outline,	   what	   I	   call,	   the	   “second	   housing	   game”,	   which	   aims	   at	   offering	   a	   novel	  
understanding	   of	   the	   dynamics	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	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ANDRES	  AND	  NICHOLAS	  
ANDRES:	  A	  SELF-­‐DEFINED	  “HUSTLER”	  
Andres	  Vargas	  is	  a	  handyman	  who	  has	  been	  living	  in	  central	  Harlem	  for	  the	  past	  twelve	  
year.	  Andres	  is	  a	  white	  Jewish	  male	  in	  his	  early	  40s.	  He	  is	  single.	  As	  a	  handyman,	  Andres	  
knows	  the	  basics	  of	  many	  manual	  trades	  from	  plumbing	  to	  car	  mechanic,	  from	  roofing	  
to	   carpentry.	   Last	   I	   have	   heard,	   Andres	   is	   a	   receptionist	   at	   a	   dental	   office	   in	   Central	  
Brooklyn.	   Andres,	   therefore,	   does	   not	   define	   himself	   professionally	   through	   a	   single	  
occupation.	  Andres	  conceives	  himself	  more	  generally	  as	  a	  “hustler”,	  a	  word	  that	  he	  uses	  
to	  describe	  himself	  positively.	  	  
“Hustler”	   is	  a	  common	  category	  in	  the	  scholarship	  on	  urban	  poverty	  since	  the	  debates	  
about	   the	   culture	   of	   poverty	   of	   the	   1960s	   (about	   hustling	   and	   poverty	   see	   Valentine	  
1978,	   Venkatesh	   2002,	   2006;	   Wacquant	   2008).	   It	   is	   meant	   to	   circumscribe	   a	   certain	  
experience	  of	  poverty	   that	   is	  marked	  by	  a	   flexible	   form	  of	  work	  on	   the	  margins,	  work	  
that	  can	  be	  off	  the	  books,	  predatory,	  or	  even	  illegal.	  However,	  hustler	  is	  a	  vague	  enough	  
word,	  a	  vagueness	  that	  fits	  the	  variety	  of	  behaviors	  and	  identities	  it	  is	  meant	  to	  cover,	  to	  
warrant	  an	  exploration	  what	  Andres	  means	  by	  it.	  
Andres	  uses	  hustler	  to	  indicate	  two	  overlap	  meanings.	  First,	  he	  is	  a	  man	  of	  adventures	  
and	  fun.	  Andres	  evokes	  here	  some	  kind	  of	  kinship	  to	  hobo	  life	  (Anderson	  1998),	  a	  word	  
that	  Andres	  does	  not	  use.	   Indeed,	   before	   arriving	   in	  New	  York	   in	   2001,	  Andres	  drove	  
across	   the	   US,	   taking	   odd	   jobs	   along	   the	   way	   for	   five	   or	   six	   years.	   The	   way	   Andres	  
describes	  this	  time,	  is	  a	  series	  of	  low-­‐skilled	  jobs	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  outsourcing	  companies	  in	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manufacture	  and	  agriculture.	   This	   is	  where	  he	   learned	   the	  basics	  of	   a	   vast	   amount	  of	  
manual	   jobs.	  Andres	  talked	  about	  this	  time	  as	  a	  moment	  of	  great	  fun	  and	  exhilarating	  
randomness.	  Andres	  started	  this	   long	   journey	  after	   leaving	  the	  University	  of	  California	  
Berkeley,	   where	   Andres	   claims	   he	   has	   studied	   biochemistry	   but	   never	   graduated.	   He	  
knows	  well	  the	  campus	  of	  Berkeley,	  however	  his	  writing	  and	  mathematics	  skills	  are	  far	  
below	  the	  expectations	  of	  a	  student	  at	  Berkeley.	  To	  explain	   the	  discrepancy	  between,	  
his	   studies,	   his	   intellectual	   pretensions	   and	   the	   actual	   series	   of	   jobs	   he	   had,	   and	   his	  
present	  situation,	  he	  evokes	  his	   taste	   for	  adventure,	   for	  creativity,	   for	   freedom,	  and	  a	  
dramatic	  event	  that	  happened	  to	  his	  soon-­‐to-­‐be	  wife	  at	  the	  end	  of	  college.	  In	  addition,	  	  
Andres	  contrasts	  his	  taste	  for	   fun,	  adventure,	   freedom	  and	  creativity,	  with	  his	   family’s	  
background.	  His	  parents	  left	  him	  and	  his	  brother	  until	  he	  was	  eleven	  years	  old	  in	  Spain.	  
He	  describes	  his	  father	  as	  a	  severe	  and	  domineering	  figure	  who	  works	  in	  a	  large	  bank.	  
His	   mother	   is	   a	   doctor.	   His	   brothers	   are	   in	   the	   army,	   and	   his	   sisters	   did	   studies	   at	  
Stanford.	   In	  the	  same	  field	  of	  meaning,	  being	  a	  hustler	   is	   for	  Andres	  being	  able	  to	  tell	  
good	   stories,	   stories	   that	   are	  meaningful	  more	   than	   authentic.	   Andres	   likes	   to	   speak	  
through	   parables.	   He	   has	  written	   a	   “book”.	   It	   is	   a	   series	   of	   e-­‐mails	   he	   sent	  me	   (over	  
twenty	  three	  pages),	  entitled	  “The	  World	  According	  to	  Aaron”	  –	  Aaron	  being	  the	  Jewish	  
name	  of	  Andres.	   It	   is	  a	  book	  full	  of	  allegories,	  and	  symbolic	  animals	  (Larry	   is	  a	  baboon	  
for	   instance).	   Therefore,	   everything	   that	   Andres	   tells	   me	   about	   his	   past	   must	   be	  
understood	  as	  a	  very	  conscious	  narration	  of	  the	  self	  –	  and	  the	  self	  that	  is	  told,	  even	  in	  
the	   lies	   and	   deformations	   of	   reality,	   is	   the	   self	   of	   a	   hustler.	   Even	  when	   and	   if	   he	   lies	  
about	  facts,	  Andres	  does	  not	  lie	  about	  his	  identification.	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The	  second	  meaning	  of	  hustler	   for	  Andres	   is	   someone	  poor	  but	   smart	  and	   tricky.	   It	   is	  
therefore	  someone	  who	  looks	  poor	  but	  has	  in	  fact	  access	  to,	  rather	  than	  possesses,	  vast	  
resources.	   Here,	   Andres	   reinvigorates	   the	   older	  meaning	   of	   hustler-­‐as-­‐a-­‐trickster-­‐and-­‐
gambler,	  who	  looks	  for	  situations	  of	  “action”	  where	  money	  passes	  around	  available	  to	  
who	   is	   smart	   enough	   (see	   Polsky	   1967	   on	   pool	   players,	   and	  Goffman	   1959	   on	   casino	  
players).	  Andres	  is	  always	  telling	  people	  that	  he	  has	  resources	  and	  connections,	  while	  he	  
never	  shies	  away	  from	  the	  fact	  he	  has	  no	  money	  in	  his	  pocket.	  These	  two	  facts	  are	  not	  in	  
contradiction	  for	  Andres	  and	  for	  the	  people	  he	  is	  in	  daily	  contact	  with.	  The	  discrepancy	  
is	   partly	   filed	   by	   the	   self-­‐conception	   as	   a	   hobo,	   in	  which	   poverty	   is	   a	   form	   of	   choice	  
associated	   with	   a	   taste	   for	   fun.	   The	   discrepancy	   is	   also	   filed	   by	   a	   second	   narrative	  
strategy.	  Hiding	  resources	  and	  skills,	  masking	  what	  one	  is	  really	  up	  to,	  is	  the	  thing	  that	  
tricky	  people	  do,	  as	  if	  ordinary	  economic	  life	  is	  a	  giant	  poker	  game,	  instead	  of	  conceiving	  
bluff	   and	   misrepresentation	   as	   techniques	   to	   be	   used	   in	   precise	   and	   delimited	  
situations.	   In	  a	  way,	  Andres	  always	  acts	  as	   if	   saying	  that	  he	  may	   look	  poor	  but	   it	   is	  all	  
because	  he	  is	  a	  smart	  guy.	  	  
Therefore,	   Andres’	   presentation	   of	   self	   is	   a	   dance	   between	   the	   active	   assertion	   of	   a	  
taste	   for	   the	   hobo’s	   life	   (hustler	   in	   his	   first	   sense),	   and	   tentatively	   pointing	   out,	  
indicating	  and	  hiding	  at	  once,	  that	  he	  has	  more	  (options,	  wealth,	  smarts,	  opportunities)	  
than	  his	  present	  situation	  suggests	  (hustler	  in	  the	  second	  sense).	  That	  Andres	  genuinely	  
falls	   for	   this	   self-­‐understanding	   can	  be	   seen	   in	   the	  moment	  when	  Andres	   conveys	  his	  
doubts	   and	   anxiety.	   It	   happens	   in	   situations	   where	   the	   dualism	   of	   Andres’	   self-­‐
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understanding	   –	   a	   hobo	   with	   greater	   resources	   underneath	   –	   cannot	   be	   sustained	  
anymore.	  	  
One	   night,	   doing	   repairs	   at	  Mr.	   Charles’s	   building	   at	   9pm,	   on	   a	   bathroom	   leak	   and	   a	  
rotten	   ceiling	   that	  were	   resistant	   to	   the	   skills	   of	   Andres,	   I	   told	   Andres	   to	   speed	   up.	   I	  
wanted	   to	   go	   back	   home.	   Andres	   burst	   out	   of	   anger	   and	   despair	   saying	   that	   I	   didn’t	  
know	  what	  he	  was	  living,	  what	  he	  was	  going	  through,	  where	  he’d	  like	  to	  be	  instead	  of	  
working	   here.	   There	   was	   no	   hobo’s	   fun,	   no	   feeling	   of	   being	   smart	   and	   tricky,	   only	   a	  
sense	  of	  impotence,	  because	  of	  lack	  of	  skills,	  and	  of	  pointlessness,	  because	  of	  the	  little	  
money	   at	   the	   end	   of	   this	   long	   day	   of	   work.	   The	   figure	   of	   the	   hustler	   could	   not	   be	  
successfully	  upheld	  in	  that	  precise	  moment.	  
By	  contrast,	  moments	  of	  felicity	  for	  Andres	  are	  when	  he	  can	  incarnate	  at	  the	  highest	  this	  
figure.	  It	  is	  for	  instance	  when	  he	  is	  able	  to	  bring	  me	  in	  a	  tour	  of	  the	  lower	  Chinatown	  in	  
Manhattan,	  along	  Kenmare	  street,	  one	  of	  the	  most	  trendy	  and	  underground	  streets	   in	  
NY	  around	  2010.	  Andres	  shows	  me	  in	  which	  underground	  clubs	  and	  restaurants	  he	  has	  
worked,	  who	  owns	  what,	  who	  is	  making	  money	  who	  is	  not,	  taking	  me	  in	  the	  backrooms	  
of	   Chinese	  wholesalers	   he	   has	   come	   to	   know,	   of	   pizza	   parlors,	   and	   hardware	   stores,	  
window	  makers.	  Even	  as	   low-­‐level	   construction	  worker,	  Andres	  makes	   the	  connection	  
between	  a	  club	  and	  restaurant	  scene	  where	  the	  brother	  of	  Chloe	  Sevigny	  is	  a	  fixture	  and	  
the	  more	  industrial	  Chinatown	  of	  wholesalers.	  He	  may	  have	  no	  money	  in	  his	  pocket,	  but	  
he	  knows	  enough	  people	  and	  places,	  and	  he	  smart	  enough,	  that	  he	  can	  always	  get	  by.	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NICHOLAS:	  “MY	  JOB	  IS	  TO	  MAKE	  YOU	  FEEL	  INCOMPARABLE”	  
Andres’s	  presentation	  of	  self	  as	  a	  hustler	  stands	   in	  opposition	  with	  Nicholas.	  Nicholas,	  
according	  to	  Andres,	   is	  someone	  that	  needs	  to	  be	  taken	  care	  of	  –	   the	  opposite	  of	   the	  
Andres’	  individualism.	  	  
Nicholas	  is	  a	  black	  male,	  of	  Jamaican	  descent,	  in	  his	  mid	  40s.	  He	  grew	  up	  in	  Brooklyn	  and	  
he	  now	   lives	   between	   the	   rooming	  house	   in	  Harlem	   in	  which	  Andres	   lives	   and	   in	   the	  
Bronx,	  at	  his	  mother’s	  place.	  Nicholas	   is	  divorced	  and	  he	  has	  daughter.	  He	  works	  part	  
time	  at	  a	  hospital	  in	  the	  Bronx,	  as	  a	  general	  helper	  (he	  seems	  to	  be	  doing	  both	  janitorial	  
work	  and	  some	  basic	  handling	  of	  patient).	  It	  is	  a	  good	  job,	  because	  it	  is	  unionized.	  He	  is	  
however	  affected	  to	  a	  different	  floor	  every	  week	  and	  he	  takes	  it	  as	  a	  persecution	  from	  
higher	  ups.	  	  
When	  Andres	  says	  that	  Nicholas	  needs	  to	  be	  taken	  care	  of,	  it	  has	  to	  be	  understood	  in	  a	  
very	   literal	  meaning.	   For	   two	   years	   Andres	   provides	   jobs	   to	   Nicholas	   on	   construction	  
sites,	  pays	   for	  Nicholas’	   lunches,	   subway	   fares,	  and	  phone	  bills.	  On	  construction	   sites,	  
Andres	   conceives	   his	   role	   as	   teaching	   Nicholas	   the	   basics	   of	   several	   manual	   works.	  
Andres	   also	   helps	   Nicholas	   to	   become	   a	   taxi	   driver.	   Andres	   owns	   a	   car,	   which	   he	  
cherishes,	   and	   everywhere	   he	   goes,	   Nicholas	   is	   driving	   him.	   Nicholas	   has	   a	   driving	  
license,	  but,	  by	  his	  own	  account,	  he	  bought	  it	  in	  the	  Bronx	  while	  he	  barely	  knew	  how	  to	  
drive.	  Now	  he	  would	   like	  to	  be	  a	  taxi	  driver	  on	  top	  of	  his	  part-­‐time	  job	  at	  the	  hospital	  
and	  therefore	  he	  needs	  to	  learn	  to	  be	  a	  better	  driver.	  At	  night,	  Nicholas,	  would	  drive	  on	  
the	  Westside	  Highway,	  with	  Andres	  at	  his	  side.	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Such	  relation	  of	  “caring”	  is	  far	  from	  gentle	  and	  peaceful.	  Andres	  constantly	  screams	  and	  
insults	  Nicholas	  for	  not	  working	  hard	  enough,	  trying	  hard	  enough,	  learning	  fats	  enough.	  	  
One	  night,	  while	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  drive	  me	  back	  home	  in	  Brooklyn,	  we	  stop	  by	  a	  gas	  
station.	  Andres	  is	  out	  by	  the	  pump	  to	  calm	  his	  nerves	  after	  an	  extreme	  outburst	  of	  anger	  
against	   Nicholas.	   I	   am	   exhausted	   just	   listening	   to	   Andres	   yelling	   insults	   at	   Nicholas.	  
While	  Andres	   is	  outside,	   I	  use	   the	  moment	  of	  privacy	   to	  ask	  Nicholas	  why	  does	  he	   let	  
Andres	  talk	  to	  him	  like	  that.	  Nicholas	  turns	  to	  me,	  and	  says,	  with	  gravitas:	  	  
“Clement,	  he	  cares	  about	  me”.	  
And	  indeed,	  when	  Nicholas	  spends	  a	  few	  weeks	  in	  an	  institution,	  Andres	  is	  the	  one	  who	  
calls	   Nicholas’	   employer	   explaining	   his	   absence,	   avoiding,	   according	   to	   Andres,	   that	  
Nicholas	  loses	  his	  job.	  Andres	  is	  going	  several	  times	  to	  visit	  Nicholas.	  
Nicholas	  offers	  obedience	  and	  deference	  to	  Andres	  in	  exchange	  of	  being	  taken	  care	  of	  –	  
even	   when	   irony	   taints	   Nicholas’	   marks	   of	   deference.	   At	   lunch,	   one	   day,	   Andres,	  
Nicholas	  and	   I	  are	  talking	  about	  Massey	  and	  Denton’s	  American	  Apartheid	   (1993)	  that	  
Nicholas	   has	   just	   read.	   Nicholas	   wanted	   to	   read	   a	   book	   I	   deem	   important	   about	   US	  
history	  and	  I	  gave	  him	  the	  famed	  historical-­‐demographical	  work.	  	  
“The	   profit	   of	   racial	   discrimination”,	   says	   Nicholas,	   “is	   the	   profit	   of	   having	   someone	  
subjected	  to	  you	  as	  a	  means	  of	  incurring	  profits	  –	  vis-­‐à-­‐vis	  the	  cotton	  trade.”	  
“Yes.	   If	   I	   remember	   correctly	  American	   Apartheid	   starts	   right	   after	   the	   civil	   war,	   and	  
you’re	   right,	   [the	   authors]	   show	   how	   [racial	   domination]	   is	   embedded	   into	   larger	  
economic	  transactions”,	  I	  reply.	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“Can	   I	  make	   this	   little	   point,	   a	   suggestion?”	   asks	  Nicholas.	   “At	   first	   it	   is	   a	   racial	   issue,	  
then	   it	   becomes	   intertwined	   in	   the	   family.	   Let’s	   say	   someone	  has	   a	  better	   education,	  
someone	   has	   a	   better	   job,	   someone	   has	   a	   better	   status,	   the	   status	   inequality,	   status	  
discrimination,	  it	  becomes…”	  
Andres,	  who	  seemed	  to	  be	  barely	  listening	  to	  our	  conversation,	  cuts	  Nicholas	  off.	  
“What	  are	  you	  saying	  about	  me?”	  asks	  Andres.	  	  
“There	  is	  nothing	  to	  say	  about	  you”,	  replies	  Nicholas.	  “You’re	  up	  there	  [meaning	  high	  in	  
the	  hierarchy]	  all	  right?”	  
“This	   is	   what	   I’m	   trying	   to	   know”	   says	   Andres.	   “Larry	   tells	   me	   ‘You’re	   up	   there’.	  
Everybody	  tells	  me	  ‘You’re	  up	  there’.	  So	  How	  come	  I’m	  sitting	  down	  here	  [with	  you]?”	  
Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  laugh.	  
“Com’on	  if	  I’m	  up	  there”,	  says	  Andres,	  “should	  I	  have	  at	  least	  a	  nice	  pair	  of	  shoes?”	  
“At	  least	  two”	  says	  Nicholas.	  
“Two?”	  	  
“At	  least	  one	  for	  summer,	  one	  for	  winter”,	  confirms	  Nicholas.	  
“Now	  you	  make	  me	  feel	  good,	  man”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“That’s	   my	   job.	   That’s	   my	   job.	   My	   job	   is	   when	   you’re	   around	   me,	   your	   worries	  
[evaporate].	  My	  job	  is	  to	  make	  you	  feel	  incomparable.	  [I	  want	  you	  to	  say]	  this	  is	  a	  good	  
guy.	  He’s	  a	  good	  guy,	  he	  makes	  me	  feel	  good	  about	  myself”	  says	  Nicholas,	  laughing.	  
The	   two	  men	   overplay	   and	   laugh	   about	   their	   improvised	   skit.	   However,	   the	   derision	  
makes	   sense,	   in	   the	   inconsequential	   situation	  of	  a	   lunch,	  only	  because	   it	   rings	   true	   to	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the	   ears	   of	   both	   Nicholas	   and	   Andres.	   Nicholas’	   role	   is	   to	   make	   Andres	   “feel	  
incomparable”.	  
Andres	   is	   the	   patron	   of	   Nicholas	   (see	   chapter	   2	   for	   an	   elaboration	   on	   the	   notion	   of	  
patronage).	   Both	   men	   understand	   that	   Andres	   takes	   care	   of	   Nicholas.	   It	   means	   that	  
Nicholas	   has	   a	   particular	   right	   on	   the	   resources	   that	   Andres,	   as	   a	   self-­‐proclaimed	  
hustler,	   has	   control	   over	   and	   access	   to.	  Nicholas	   strongly	   expects	   to	   be	   provided	   for.	  
One	  afternoon,	  when	  he	  is	  about	  to	  leave	  for	  the	  Bronx	  to	  work,	  Nicholas	  comes	  to	  see	  
me.	   It	   has	   been	   a	   long	  morning	   for	   Nicholas	  with	   Andres	   yelling	   at	   him	   at	   3030,	   the	  
building	  owned	  by	  the	  Kay	  family.	  Nicholas	  asks	  me	  for	  $5.	  He	  tells	  me	  that	  I	  owe	  Andres	  
$5	  for	  sandwiches	  Andres	  bought	  earlier.	  And	  he,	  Nicholas,	  would	  like	  these	  $5	  to	  pay	  
for	   the	  subway	  ride	  to	  the	  Bronx.	  When	   I	   look	  shocked	  by	  his	  demand,	  Nicholas	   looks	  
terribly	  annoyed.	  I	  can	  only	  say	  to	  him	  I	  do	  not	  have	  the	  money,	  because	  I	  did	  not	  expect	  
his	  request.	  	  
Both	  men	  also	  understand	  that	  Nicholas	  reciprocate	  by	  providing	  to	  Andres	  obedience	  
and	   deference,	   as	   illustrated	   in	   the	   conversation	   about	   American	   Apartheid.	   In	   this	  
dynamics,	   Andres	   can	   ask	  Nicholas	   to	   bring	   us	   coffee,	   to	   pick	   up	   the	   trash	   bag	   in	  my	  
apartment,	  to	  wait	  in	  a	  car	  all	  night	  long,	  because	  Andres	  does	  not	  want	  to	  leave	  his	  car	  
unattended.	   Andres	   expects	   Nicholas	   to	   comply	   with	   his	   commands.	   Furthermore,	  
Andres	   has	   the	   right	   to	   display	   strong	   verbal	   markers	   of	   domination	   (yelling	   insults,	  
basically)	  and	  Nicholas	  is	  expected	  to	  accept	  them,	  mute.	  
However,	  this	  hierarchical	  relation	  is	  evened	  out	  by	  a	  fact	  I	  discover	  late	  in	  my	  fieldwork.	  
Nicholas	   and	   Andres	   pool	   all	   monetary	   resources.	   It	   is	   not	   only	   Andres	   who	   pays	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Nicholas	   (albeit	  cheaply);	   it	   is	  also	  Nicholas	   that	  shares	  his	   income	  from	  his	   job	  at	   the	  
hospital	  with	  Andres.	  	  
A	  GLIMPSE	  INTO	  ANDRES’	  NETWORK	  OF	  SUPPORT	  	  
The	   relation	  between	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	   takes	  place	   in	  a	   larger	   set	  of	   relations	   that	  
oscillate	  between	  vertical	  patronage	  ties	  and	  horizontal	  circuits	  of	  reciprocal	  services.	  It	  
constitutes	  a	  network	  of	  support	  that	  I	  could	  not	  really	  access	  to,	  because	  I	  do	  not	  speak	  
Spanish,	   but	   which	   is	   of	   tremendous	   importance	   to	   both	   men.	   I	   had	   only	   glimpses	  
through	  my	  discussions	  with	  Andres	  of	  how	  critical	  is	  this	  network	  to	  the	  ordinary	  life	  of	  
the	  two	  men.	  
First,	  Andres	  and	  Maria	  constitutes	  a	  dyad	   that	  bears	   some	  resemblance	  with	  patron-­‐
client	   relation.	   Their	   relation	   was	   sealed	   when	   Maria	   opened	   her	   second	   and	   third	  
beauty	  salon.	  Andres	  helped	  her	  with	  his	  manual	   labor.	  He	  has	  given	  her	   free	  work	   in	  
exchange	   of	   an	   informal	   stake	   in	   the	   two	   businesses.	   The	   stake	   does	   not	  work	   like	   a	  
regular	  share	  in	  a	  company.	  It	  does	  not	  give	  a	  right	  to	  the	  profits	  made	  by	  Maria.	  It	  gives	  
a	   right	   to	   some	  money	  when	  Maria	  will	   sell	   her	   business.	   Andres	   trusts	   her	   to	   sell	   in	  
time	  and	  not	  to	  cheat	  him	  and	  he	  does	  not	  pressure	  her	  in	  selling,	  even	  when	  he	  needs	  
money.	  	  	  
When	   I	   understand	   that	   it	   is	   the	   agreement	   that	   Andres	   and	   Maria	   have	   with	   each	  
other,	  my	  own	  surprise	  is	  puzzling	  to	  Andres.	  He	  does	  not	  understand	  that	  Larry	  never	  
taught	  me	   that	  before.	   I	   already	   should	   know	   that.	  Andres	   tells	  me	  other,	   and	  bigger	  
construction	   sites	   to	   which	   he	   participates	   in	   which	   it	   happened	   like	   that.	   Because	   I	  
could	   not	   do	   deep	   immersive	   fieldwork	   in	   this	   other	   side	   of	   Andres’	   economic	   life,	   I	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could	  not	  verify	  this	  information.	  I	  met	  twice	  Maria,	  and	  we	  could	  not	  talk	  because	  I	  do	  
not	  speak	  Spanish	  and	  she	  does	  not	  speak	  English.	  Significant,	  however	   is	   that	  Andres	  
thinks	  his	  economic	  life	  around	  that	  kind	  of	  informal	  dealings.	  
Andres	  admires	  Maria’s	  business	  sense	  and	  he	  shares	  with	  her	  most	  of	  the	  information	  
about	  his	  current	  dealings	  to	  get	  her	  advice	  –	  especially	  he	  shares	  information	  about	  the	  
Harlem	  Deal.	   Very	   often	   after	   an	   important	  meeting	   he	  would	   call	   her.	   Andres,	   then,	  
gives	  marks	   of	   deference	   to	  Maria.	  He	   does	  what	   she	   needs	   him	   to	   do,	  whether	   it	   is	  
repairing	  (for	  free)	  the	  bathroom	  of	  one	  of	  her	  hair	  salons	  or	  finding	  her	  a	  free	  new	  cell	  
phone,	  through	  the	  people	  he	  knows	  at	  a	  local	  store	  in	  Harlem.	  Also,	  when	  Mr.	  Carl,	  one	  
of	   Maria’s	   sons,	   is	   arrested,	   Andres	   participates	   to	   the	   bailout	   and	   the	   collection	   of	  
money.	   In	   exchange,	   Maria	   provides	   several	   kinds	   of	   resources	   that	   will	   have	  
tremendous	  importance	  in	  the	  epilogue	  of	  the	  Harlem	  Deal.	  
Second,	  Roberto,	  a	  building	  owner	  in	  Washington	  Heights	  and	  a	  licensed	  plumber,	  often	  
works	  with	  Andres.	  Together	  they	  have	  worked	  for	  several	  members	  of	  the	  clique,	  such	  
as	  Luis	  Borjas,	  Giovanna,	  and	  Judge	  __X__,	  a	  sensitive	  “client”	  for	  Larry	  (see	  chapter	  6).	  
Andres	  also	  works	  for	  Roberto,	  however	  for	  a	  reduced	  fee	  and	  he	  easily	  gives	  credit	  to	  
him.	   Andres	   has	   agreed	   to	   introduce	   me	   to	   Roberto.	   However,	   he	   never	   fulfills	   his	  
promise,	  arguing,	  in	  the	  end,	  I	  am	  not	  “ready”37.	  Through	  Roberto,	  Andres	  knows	  a	  loan	  
shark	   in	   Harlem,	   named	   10-­‐10.	   10-­‐10	   is	   for	   Andres	   more	   a	   fallback	   solution	   than	   a	  
straightforward	  resource.	  However,	  in	  several	  occasions	  Andres	  has	  said	  that	  he	  could	  in	  
any	  case	  borrow	  money	  from	  him	  if	  it	  would	  come	  to	  that.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37	   I	   even	  had	   the	  plan	  of	   living	   in	  Roberto’s	  building	   for	   a	   few	  months	   –	  a	  building	   that	   supposedly	  houses	  mostly	  
people	  involve	  in	  informal	  dealings.	  This	  is	  when	  Andres	  wrote	  me	  an	  e-­‐mail	  saying	  I	  was	  not	  “ready”.	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Based	  on	  the	  limited	  information	  I	  have	  access	  to,	  Andres’	  network	  of	  support	  looks	  like	  
the	   ones	   regularly	   described	   in	   ethnographic	   studies	   of	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  conceive	  and	  use	  this	  network	  as	  a	  form	  of	  safety	  
net	  (see	  Desmond	  2012,	  Edin	  and	  Lein	  1997,	  Stack	  1974,	  Venkatesh	  2006).	  Andres	  and	  
Nicholas	   repeatedly	   say	   to	  me:	   “in	   New	   York	   you	   can’t	   be	   alone”,	   sometimes	   joking,	  
sometimes	  seriously.	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  have	  developed	  a	  relation	  of	  patronage	  that	  
is	   itself	  embedded	   into	  a	  network	  of	  economic	  relations	  that	  oscillate	  between	  similar	  
patron-­‐client	   ties	   (e.g	   Maria-­‐Andres)	   and	   more	   horizontal	   ties	   made	   of	   reciprocate	  
services	  across	  time	  (e.g.	  Roberto-­‐Andres).	  In	  this	  network	  informal	  dealings	  are	  seen	  as	  
common	   (the	   “stakes”	   in	  Maria’s	   hair	   salons;	   the	  existence	  of	   10-­‐10;	  Roberto	   and	  his	  
building).	  	  
In	   few	  broad	   strokes,	   I	   have	   sketched	   a	  milieu	   in	  which	  Andres	   and	  Nicholas	   use	   and	  
hone	  competences	  and	  resources	  in	  informal	  economic	  dealings.	  When	  the	  Harlem	  Deal	  
emerges	   and	  when	   they	  meet	   Larry	   and	   the	   clique,	   Andres	   and	   Nicholas	   are	   already	  
armed	  with	  these	  competences,	  this	  repertoire	  of	  informal	  dealings,	  and	  these	  existing	  
connections.	   It	   is	   this	   social	  material,	   I	   argue,	   that	  makes	   the	  Harlem	  Deal	  and	  Larry’s	  
clique	   appealing	   to	  Andres	   and	  Nicholas.	   It	   is	   at	   once	   close	   to	  what	   they	   already	   are,	  
what	  they	  already	  know,	  but	  it	  is	  more	  resource-­‐rich,	  more	  organized,	  and	  more	  diverse.	  
It’s	  them,	  in	  better.	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SUMMER	  2010	  –	  SITUATION	  AND	  STRATEGY	  	  
THE	  SITUATION:	  A	  ROOMING	  HOUSE	  IN	  A	  GENTRIFIED	  HARLEM,	  AND	  ANDRES	  
Andres	  lives	  in	  a	  rooming	  house	  whose	  owner	  died	  in	  late	  2009.	  Since	  then,	  there	  is	  no	  
landlord.	  During	  the	  winter	  2009	  there	  is	  no	  heat	  and	  hot	  water,	  and	  electricity	  for	  the	  
common	  areas	  has	  not	  been	  paid	  in	  months	  –	  Andres	  pays	  the	  electric	  bills	  (I	  have	  seen	  
the	   receipts).	   Furthermore,	   Andres	   does	   not	   know	   where	   to	   send	   the	   rent	   money	  
anymore	   (Andres	   is	   unbanked	   and	   pays	   everything	   through	   money	   transfers	   at	   a	  
Western	  Union	  in	  Harlem).	  He	  tries	  to	  contact	  the	  sister	  of	  the	  deceased	  owner	  but	  she	  
does	  not	  want	  to	  take	  care	  of	  it.	  Finally,	  Andres	  has	  received	  an	  eviction	  notice	  from	  a	  
lawyer	   and	   a	   building	   manager	   he	   has	   never	   heard	   of	   before.	   The	   lawyer	   is	   James	  
Horowitz	  and	  the	  building	  manager	  is	  Mitchell	  Steinberg.	  
Andres	  tries	  to	  go	  every	  Friday	  night	  to	  a	  neighborhood	  in	  Brooklyn,	  which	  is	  the	  center	  
of	   the	   Jewish	   Orthodox	   community	   to	   which	   Andres	   is	   affiliated.	   In	   this	   Orthodox	  
community,	  Andres	  is	  close	  to	  Rabbi	  Cohen,	  and	  Andres	  confides	  his	  housing	  problems	  
to	  the	  rabbi.	  Hearing	  this	  story,	  Rabbi	  Cohen	  puts	  Andres	  in	  contact	  with	  Larry.	  Larry	  is	  
Jewish,	  but	  he	   is	   not	   an	  Orthodox.	   Larry	   knows	  Rabbi	  Cohen,	  because	  he	  goes	   to	   the	  
rabbi’s	  synagogue	  during	  the	  week.	  The	  synagogue	  is	  on	  his	  way	  home,	  it	  is	  practical	  for	  
him.	  Larry	  feels	  he	  does	  not	  need	  to	  do	  Shabbat	  on	  Friday	  night	  if	  he	  prays	  once	  during	  
the	  week.	  On	  Friday	  nights,	  Larry	  prefers	  to	  rest	  at	  home	  with	  his	  girlfriend	  Ludmila,	  a	  
Russian	  woman	  who	  is	  not	  Jewish.	  His	  acquaintanceship	  with	  Rabbi	  Cohen	  is	  based	  on	  
such	  practical	  arrangement.	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Once	  the	  introduction	  between	  Larry	  and	  Andres	   is	  done,	  early	   in	  summer	  2010,	  Larry	  
immediately	  understands	  there	  is	  money	  to	  be	  made	  in	  the	  situation	  of	  Andres.	  	  
Andres	   is	   “the	   last	   tenant	   standing”.	   It	  means	   it	   is	   the	   last	   tenant	   living	   in	   the	  whole	  
building.	   It	   is,	   however,	   only	   partially	   true.	   Since	   his	   divorce,	  Nicholas	   has	   been	   living	  
partly	  in	  the	  Bronx	  at	  his	  mother’s	  place	  and	  in	  the	  rooming	  house.	  Indeed,	  most	  rooms	  
are	  open	  and	  empty.	  When	   I	  visited	  the	  brownstone	   for	   the	   first	   time	   in	   late	  summer	  
2010,	  I	  could	  visit	  most	  of	  the	  rooms,	  even	  the	  one	  that	  Andres	  does	  not	  use.	  Nicholas	  
can	  live	  and	  sleep	  wherever	  he	  wants	  in	  the	  brownstone.	  	  	  
The	  value	  of	  the	  brownstone	  empty	  is	  about	  $2	  million	  according	  to	  Larry	  and	  Andres.	  	  
With	   Andres	   in	   it,	   the	   building	   has	   much	   less	   value,	   around	   $800,000.	   Indeed,	   the	  
building	  has	  much	  value	  to	   the	  extent	   that	   it	  can	  participate	   to	   the	  gentrified	  housing	  
market	  of	  Central	  Harlem.	  To	  do	  so,	  the	  building	  must	  embody	  the	  taste	  and	  life-­‐style	  of	  
gentrifiers,	  which	  means	  a	  transformation	  of	  how	  the	  building	  is	  presently	  organized.	  As	  
long	  as	  the	  building	  functions	  as	  a	  rooming	  house,	  as	  long	  as	  Andres	  can	  use	  the	  building	  
as	  rooming	  house,	  the	  property	  cannot	  participate	  the	  gentrification	  of	  Harlem,	  and	  the	  
$2	  million	  valuation	  is	  illusory,	  
The	  status	  of	  Andres	  as	  a	  tenant	  of	  a	  rooming	  house	  is	  protected	  by	  law.	  If	  Andres	  pays	  
rent,	  he	  can	  stay	  in	  the	  building.	  Renewal	  of	  his	  lease	  is	  automatic.	  Because	  the	  building	  
presently	  does	  not	  provide	   the	  basic	  amenities	   that	  are	   required	  by	   law,	   the	   fact	   that	  
Andres	  has	  not	  paid	  rent	   in	  months,	   is	  not	  too	  problematic	   in	  the	  eyes	  of	  the	  Housing	  
Court.	  Finally,	  and	  most	  importantly,	  Andres	  benefits	  from	  a	  specific	  protection	  against	  
harassment	  by	  the	  landlords.	  For	  the	  property	  owner	  to	  transform	  a	  rooming	  house	  into	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a	  regular	  residential	  building,	  that	   is	   to	  say	  to	  be	  able	  to	  benefit	   from	  gentrification,	  a	  
certificate	  of	  non-­‐harassment	  must	  be	  provided	  to	  city	  agencies	  in	  charge	  of	  approving	  
the	  new	  use	  of	  the	  building.	  If	  the	  tenant	  lives	  the	  room	  on	  his	  own,	  the	  property	  owner	  
must	  get	  from	  the	  tenant	  a	  signed	  certificate	  of	  non-­‐harassment.	  If	  the	  tenant	  is	  evicted	  
by	  court	  order,	  on	  whatever	  ground,	  the	  tenant	  can	  file	  a	  harassment	  complaint	  to	  HPD.	  
If	   the	   petition	   is	   denied	   by	   HPD,	   then	   the	   property	   owner	   can	   pursue	   his	   plans	   of	  
transforming	   the	   rooming	   house	   into	   a	   regular	   residential	   building.	   If	   the	   petition	   is	  
upheld,	   the	   situation	   is	   blocked,	   again.	   Officially,	   harassment	   can	   encompass	   a	   great	  
variety	  of	  practices.	  Lack	  of	  amenities	  and	  poor	  living	  conditions	  in	  the	  premises,	  as	  well	  
as	  too	  many	  legal	  proceedings	  can	  be	  considered	  as	  harassment.	  
The	  “game”	  is	  now	  set	  up.	  One	  on	  side,	  the	  property	  owner	  looks	  for	  an	  empty	  building	  
that	  can	  participate	  to	  the	  gentrification	  of	  Harlem.	  For	  that,	  the	  landlord	  needs	  a	  signed	  
certificate	  of	  non-­‐harassment	  from	  the	  last	  tenant	  standing,	  Andres.	  In	  the	  case	  of	  the	  
Harlem	  deal,	  the	  landlord	  is	  a	  hollow	  figure.	  The	  sons	  and	  family	  of	  the	  previous	  owner	  
are	   largely	   absent	   and	  want	   to	   have	   as	   little	   as	   possible	   to	   do	  with	   the	   brownstone.	  
Therefore	  the	  characters	  that	  embody	  the	  landlord	  side	  are	  James	  Horowitz,	  the	  lawyer,	  
and	  Mitchell	   Steinberg	   the	   building	  manager.	   The	   nature	   of	   the	   relationship	   of	   these	  
two	  men	  with	   the	  original	   family	  who	  owns	   the	  building	  has	  never	  been	  clarified.	   For	  
Larry	   and	  Andres	   there	   is	   little	   doubt	   that	   the	   real	   owners	   are	   the	   two	  men,	   not	   the	  
family.	  	  
On	  the	  other	  side,	  Andres	  negotiates	  the	  certificate	  of	  non-­‐harassment	  against	  a	   lump	  
sum	  of	  money,	  a	  buy-­‐out,	  based	  on	  the	  estimate	  he	  has	  of	  the	  difference	  between	  the	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value	   of	   the	   building	   with	   him	   inside	   and	   without	   him.	   When	   James	   Horowitz	   and	  
Mitchell	   Steinberg	  offered	  him	  $12,500	   in	   Spring	  2010,	   he	   refused,	   guessing	  he	   could	  
get	  more,	  and	  went	  to	  see	  Rabbi	  Cohen,	  who	  introduced	  him	  to	  Larry.	  
THE	  STRATEGY	  OF	  THE	  CLIQUE:	  BLOCKING	  AND	  BARGAINING	  
The	   strategy	   elaborated	   by	   Andres	   and	   Erin	   for	   Andres	   is	   a	   kind	   of	   “blocking	   and	  
bargaining”	  strategy.	  	  	  
The	   blocking	  moment	   of	   the	   strategy	   is	  made	   of	   two	   series	   of	   legal	   proceedings	   that	  
happen	  in	  parallel.	  It	  consists,	  on	  one	  hand,	  in	  providing	  resources	  to	  Andres	  in	  order	  to	  
help	   him	   to	   stay	   put	   against	   the	   eviction	   proceedings	   for	   non-­‐payment	   that	   James	  
Horowitz	  and	  Mitchell	  Steinberg	  have	  started.	  For	  instance,	  Erin	  provides,	  officially	  “pro-­‐
bono”	   legal	  counsel	  to	  Andres.	  Furthermore,	  Larry	  provides	  a	  steady	  stream	  of	   jobs	  to	  
Andres,	  so	  that	  he	  can	  show	  a	  capacity	  and	  willingness	  to	  pay	  rent	  to	  the	  judge,	  while	  
giving	  Andres	   an	   accommodating	   schedule	   for	   all	   the	   coming	   appearances	   in	  Housing	  
Court.	   On	   the	   other	   hand,	   Erin	   and	   Larry	   frame	   the	   landlord	   in	   court	   as	   an	   absentee	  
landlord	  who	  leverages	  the	  poor	  conditions	  of	  the	  building	  to	  force	  out	  Andres	  and	  who	  
implements	  harassment	   technique	  against	  Andres.	   Larry	  hopes	   that	   this	   second	  set	  of	  
legal	   proceedings	  will	   be,	   in	   the	   short	   term,	   costly	   to	   the	   landlord	   side	   in	   repair	   and	  
maintenance,	  and	  in	  the	  long	  run,	  will	  guarantee	  that	  a	  harassment	  complaint	  would	  be	  
sustained	  by	  HPD,	  blocking	  any	  transformation	  in	  the	  building’s	  use.	  
Step	  two	  of	  Larry’s	  strategy	  is	  bargaining	  for	  a	  high	  buy-­‐out	  for	  Andres,	  which	  then	  will	  
be	  shared	  between	  Larry,	  Erin	  (whose	  pro-­‐bono	  work	  is	  only	  a	  façade)	  and	  Rabbi	  Cohen.	  
The	   more	   Andres,	   Larry	   and	   Erin	   have	   demonstrated	   the	   capacity	   and	   willingness	   of	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Andres	   to	   stay	  put,	   the	   stronger	   they	  believe	   is	   their	   position	   to	  negotiate	   a	  buy-­‐out.	  
However,	  shifting	  from	  blocking	  to	  bargaining	   is	  a	  complicated	  move.	   Indeed,	  blocking	  
means	   displaying	   a	   capacity	   and	   willingness	   to	   stay	   put,	   while	   bargaining	   means	  
displaying	  a	  willingness	  to	  leave	  the	  building.	  
The	   relative	   complexity	   of	   the	   strategy,	   its	   layered	   legal	   dimensions	   and	   its	   inherent	  
tensions	  are	  visible	  in	  a	  convoluted	  conversation	  between	  Larry	  and	  Charles	  Wallace	  Jr,	  
one	  of	  the	  sons	  of	  the	  property	  owner	  who	  passed	  away.	  The	  conversation	  takes	  place	  
in	  July	  2010.	  
“Good	  morning,	  can	  I	  speak	  to	  Charles	  Wallace	  Jr.?	  My	  name	  is	  Larry	  Nehmad	  and	  I	  met	  
your	  tenant,	  Andres	  Vargas.	  [Andres	  and	  I]	  had	  an	  opportunity	  to	  talk	  and	  then	  I	  spoke	  
to	   Mitchell	   Steinberg	   [the	   building	   manager]	   whom	   I	   find	   a	   little	   difficult	   to	  
communicate	   with.	   Mr.	   [Andres]	   Vargas	   has	   indicated	   that	   [Mitchell	   Steinberg]	   was	  
threatening.	   I	   understand	   that	   your	   father	   has	   passed	   away	   and	   I	   understand	   it	   is	   a	  
rooming	  house.	  The	   reason	   I	  am	  calling	  you	  –	  and	   I	  am	  not	  an	  attorney,	   the	  attorney	  
retained	  by	  Mr.	  [Andres]	  Vargas	  is	  named	  Erin	  Quinn,	  and	  I	  would	  be	  happy	  to	  give	  you	  
her	  name	  and	  number	  –	  If	  we	  could	  possibly	  meet	  at	  some	  point	  in	  time	  in	  the	  future,	  to	  
see	  what	   would	  make	   it	   easier	   for	   all	   concerns	   not	   to	   have	  Mr.	   Steinberg	   go	   to	  Mr.	  
[Andres]	  Vargas	  and	  threaten	  him.	  “Here	  take	  $12.000	  and	  evict”	  that’s	  not	  the	  way	  it	  
goes.	   It	   is	   illegal	   to	   do	   this	   in	   the	   city	   of	   New	   York,	   Mr.	   Wallace.	   Mr.	   Vargas	   was	  
suggested	   by	   Erin	   Quinn,	   his	   new	   lawyer,	   and	  me	   –	   I	   am	   a	   real	   estate	   broker	   and	   a	  
property	  manager	  and,	  as	  a	  matter	  of	   fact,	   I	   am	  managing	  a	  property	   in	  Harlem	  right	  
now	  –	   I	   suggested	  [Andres]	   that	   if	  anyone	  comes	  and	  threatens	  with	  eviction	  and	  this	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and	  that,	  just	  call	  911.	  If	  you	  want	  to	  evict	  him,	  you	  have	  the	  right	  to	  do	  that,	  but	  you	  
have	  to	  go	  through	  the	  right	  process.	  So	  whether	  you	  succeed	  or	  not,	  that’s	  not	  for	  me	  
[to	  tell],	  I’m	  not	  a	  judge.	  I	  don’t	  know	  particular	  documents	  or	  particular	  infractions	  that	  
Mr.	  Vargas	  may	  or	  may	  not	  have	  done.	  But	  you	  can’t	  have	  Mr.	  Steinberg	  go	  in	  there	  and	  
try	  to	  behave	   like	  Joe	  Pesci	  or	  Tony	  Soprano.	  And	  I	  am	  in	  court	  a	   lot	   in	  the	  work	   I	  do,	  
dealing	  with	  bad	  tenants.	   I	  don’t	  think	  Mr.	  Vargas	   is	  a	  bad	  tenant.	  Why,	  Mr.	  Steinberg	  
should	   be	   so	   difficult?	   I’m	   aggressive,	   Mr.	   Wallace.	   I’m	   very	   aggressive,	   but	   I’m	   not	  
disrespectful.	  I’m	  not	  a	  thug.	  I’m	  not	  a	  criminal.	  You	  know	  that	  in	  the	  city	  of	  NY,	  with	  the	  
rent	  regulation,	  if	  you	  want	  a	  tenant	  out,	  legally,	  there	  is	  one	  of	  two	  things,	  you	  either	  
buy	  him	  out,	  at	  an	  agreed	  price	  by	  both	  parties,	  or	  start	  a	   legal	  action	  for	  some	  illegal	  
actions	  that’s	  it.	  	  If	  the	  tenant	  has	  paid	  his	  rent	  continuously,	  you	  cannot	  evict	  him.”	  
….	  
“What	  I’d	  like	  you	  to	  do	  Mr.	  Wallace,	  next	  time	  you	  come	  to	  New	  York,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  
have	  breakfast,	  or	  lunch,	  we	  can	  discuss	  like	  two	  human	  beings	  around	  a	  cup	  of	  coffee.	  
That	  doesn’t	  mean	  that	  any	  party	  will	  agree	  to	  anything,	  but	  at	  least	  we’ll	  break	  the	  ice.	  
I	  found	  that	  when	  you	  sit	  down	  over	  food,	  you	  get	  God’s	  blessings.	  I	  always	  find	  that	  to	  
be.	  But	  please	  if	  you	  can	  ask	  Mr.	  Steinberg	  not	  to	  intimidate	  or	  bother	  Mr.	  Vargas.	  He	  is	  
a	  sweet	  young	  man.”	  
Larry’s	  rhetorical	  strategy	  is	  to	  offer	  the	  opportunity	  for	  talking,	  “to	  break	  the	  ice”,	  while	  
underlining	  the	  strength	  of	  Andres’	  position.	  However,	  the	  negotiation	  of	  a	  buy-­‐out	  for	  
Andres’	  departure	  is	  not	  evoked.	  The	  term	  itself	  appears	  only	  once	  in	  a	  rather	  abstract	  
moment	  of	  Larry’s	  long	  talk	  to	  Charles	  Wallace	  Jr.	  The	  goal	  of	  Larry	  is	  to	  communicate	  to	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his	   interlocutor	   how	   to	   see	   the	   situation	   from	   the	   standpoint	   in	   which	   negotiating	   a	  
sizeable	  buy-­‐out	  is	  a	  sensible,	  logical,	  solution.	  
Because	  it	  is	  the	  first	  time	  I	  hear	  about	  Andres,	  when	  Larry	  hangs	  up,	  I	  ask.	  
“Who	  is	  Mr.	  [Andres]	  Vargas?”	  
“Vargas	  is	  someone	  that	  has	  been	  harassed”,	  says	  Larry.	  He	  adds	  with	  satisfaction	  “God	  
loves	  me.”	  
I	  ask	  Larry	  why	  he	  seems	  so	  content,	  and	  Larry	  explains	  to	  me	  how	  he	  sees	  the	  situation,	  
and	  why	  he	  thinks	  he	  can	  make	  money	  out	  of	  it:	  
“To	  make	  a	  long	  story	  short”,	  says	  Larry	  “it	  is	  a	  rooming	  house.	  This	  fucking	  guy	  [James	  
Horowitz]	   comes	  out	  of	  nowhere,	   short	  white	  guy	   [and	   says	   to	  Andres]	   ‘I’m	  a	   lawyer.	  
How	  much	  do	  you	  want	   to	  get	  out?’	   so	  Andres	   says,	   ‘give	  me	  $30,000’	   ‘no	   I	   give	  you	  
$12,500’	   [replies	   James	   Horowitz].	   [Andres]	   has	   spent	   over	   $10,000	   in	   paying	  
[maintenance]	  bills.	  He	  got	  the	  receipts	  and	  you	  cannot	  evict	  a	  tenant	  who	  is	  paying	  the	  
rent	  [in	  a	  rooming	  house].	  The	  brownstone	  is	  completely	  vacant	  except	  for	  one	  tenant.”	  
Here,	   Larry	  has	   firmly	  established	  what	   the	  other	  party	  wants:	  an	  empty	  brownstone.	  
Then,	   Larry	   spells	   out	   the	   strategy	   for	   me.	   He	   sets	   his	   goal	   (the	   buy-­‐out	   amount	   he	  
expects),	  the	  strategy	  to	  achieve	  it,	  and	  how	  to	  share	  the	  rewards.	  
“So	  what	  are	  you	  gonna	  do?”	  I	  ask.	  
“I’m	  gonna	  negotiate	  a	  buy-­‐out”,	  answers	  Larry.	  
“Ok,	  and	  you’re	  gonna	  get	  a	  piece	  of	  it?”	  
“Absolutely!	  I	  don’t	  fucking	  work	  for	  free!	  The	  rabbi	  knows	  [it].	  Remember	  the	  [owner]	  
offered	  $12,500.	  Remember	  what	  I	  always	  said	  to	  you,	  the	  guy	  who	  throws	  the	  number	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first,	  [has]	  lost.	  Vargas	  said	  ‘Give	  me	  $30,000’	  [so	  he	  lost].	  You	  can	  read.	  There	  is	  a	  lot	  to	  
be	  read.	  It	  means	  [the	  owner]	  wants	  the	  place	  empty.	  It	  means	  that	  he	  has	  to	  legally	  buy	  
[Andres]	  out.	  He	  cannot	  evict	  [Andres]	  in	  court.”	  
“Why?”	  I	  ask.	  
“If	  [Andres]	  pays	  the	  fucking	  rent	  [he	  cannot	  be	  evicted].	  Rooming	  house	  is	  going	  by	  a	  
different	  rule	  [than	  regular	  residential	  buildings].	  You	  cannot	  get	  rid	  of	  him.	  The	  lease	  is	  
automatically	   renewed.	  When	   you	   have	   a	   rooming	   house,	   when	   HPD	   has	   [the	   place	  
defined]	  that	  way	  [i.e.	  as	  a	  rooming	  house],	  when	  you	  want	  to	  change	   into	  something	  
else	   [into	   a	   regular	   residential	   building],	   you	   have	  what	   you	   call	   ‘a	   certificate	   of	   non-­‐
harassment’.	  You	  have	  to	  have	  it.	  You	  see	  how	  I	  spoke,	  very	  soft,	  very	  low	  key.	  I	  choose	  
my	  words	  carefully.	  Steinberg	  is	  very	  difficult	  to	  deal	  with.	  This	  guy,	  Wallace,	  I	  know	  who	  
I	  was	  talking	  to.	  He	  seems	  middle	  aged,	  thirties	  or	  forties.	  More	  like	  forties.	  Educated.	  	  
So	   I’m	   not	   talking	   to	   a	   fucking	   Kunumunu	   [someone	   stupid	   in	   Jamaican	   vernacular].	  
When	  I	  spoke	  I	  know	  exactly	  what	  I	  was	  getting	  out.	  	  He	  knows	  exactly.	  It	  is	  not	  if	  [there	  
will	  be	  a	  buy-­‐out],	  it	  is	  how	  much	  [is	  the	  buy-­‐out].	  You	  can	  ask	  Tracy	  Kendall	  [a	  housing	  
lawyer	  friend	  of	  Larry,	  see	  chapter	  4].	  A	  fucking	  landlord	  offered	  $750.000	  [to	  a	  tenant]	  
to	  get	  the	  fuck	  out.	  You	  know	  what	  the	  tenant	  said?	  ‘When	  you	  get	  to	  the	  million,	  call	  
me’.	   Simple.	   Me,	   I’m	   gonna	   start	   with	   $150,000	   [for	   the	   buy-­‐out]	   because	   the	  
brownstone	  is	  in	  Harlem	  and	  they	  have	  people	  who	  want	  to	  buy	  it.	  The	  longer	  it	  takes,	  
[the	   more	   the	   landlord]	   has	   to	   pay	   taxes,	   fuel,	   heat.	   I’ll	   settle	   for	   a	   little	   less	   than	  
[$150,000].	  Because	  we	  gotta	  pay	  tribute.	  Erin	  is	  the	  attorney.	  I’m	  the	  negotiator.	  And	  
we	  gotta	  give	  something	  to	  the	  shul	  [the	  synagogue	  of	  rabbi	  Cohen],	  all	  three	  of	  us.”	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“Equal	  shares?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Whatever	   the	   spirit	   tells	   me	   at	   the	   time.	   Who	   eats	   alone,	   dies	   alone.	   I	   can	   have	  
[Andres]	   go	   to	   court	   on	   Monday,	   take	   HP	   action	   [for	   lack	   of	   maintenance	   of	   the	  
building].	   [The	   landlord	   is]	   gonna	   be	   $10,000-­‐$15,000	   in	   fine.	   With	   the	   Building	  
Department,	  by	  the	  time	  I’m	  finished,	  forget	  it,	  smoke	  detectors,	  forget	  it”	  
“Oh,	  you’ve	  already	  seen	  the	  building?”	  I	  ask.	  
“No.	  If	  I	  call	  a	  few	  friends	  of	  mine	  in	  the	  Building	  Department,	  forget	  it.	  HPD,	  I	  call	  my	  
girl,	  forget	  it	  [see	  chapter	  6	  for	  ‘Eve’]…”	  
For	  the	  next	  few	  months	  the	  strategy	  promoted	  by	  Larry	  is	  simple:	  put	  more	  and	  more	  
legal	   pressure	   on	   the	   landlord,	   filing	   complaints	   over	   complaints	   to	   HPD	   for	   lack	   of	  
maintenance	  of	   the	  building,	  while	   fending	  off	  eviction	  proceedings,	  until	   the	   landlord	  
willfully	   re-­‐starts	   the	  negotiation	   for	  a	  buy-­‐out.	  All	  Andres	  needs	   to	  do	   is	   to	  accept	   to	  
bear	  with	  the	  poor	  living	  conditions	  in	  his	  building.	  
	  
	  
FALL	  2010	  –	  ANDRES	  AND	  LARRY,	  “THE	  DOVETAILING	  OF	  DESIRES”	  
The	   alliance	   of	   Larry	   and	   Andres	   is	   based	   on	   an	   agreement,	   a	  written	   contract	   that	   I	  
have	   seen,	   in	  which	   both	  men	   benefit	   from	   their	   cooperation	   into	   exploiting	   Andres’	  
situation.	   Larry	   has	   negotiated	  with	  Andres	   to	   receive	   30%	  of	   he	   buy-­‐out	   beyond	   the	  
$30,000	  mark.	  Andres	  expects	  that	  Erin	  and	  Rabbi	  Cohen	  will	  get	  10%	  each,	  leaving	  him	  
with	  half	  of	   the	  buyout.	  Andres,	   following	  Larry,	  expects	  a	  buy-­‐out	  between	  $100,000	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and	  $150,000,	  which	  basically	  means	  Andres	  anticipates	  to	  make	  between	  $50,000	  and	  
$75,000.	  	  
However,	   the	   two	   men	   invest	   more	   than	   expectations	   of	   material	   rewards	   in	   their	  
relationship.	   Each	   pole	   of	   the	   relationship	   experiences	   the	   other	   pole	   in	   a	   particular	  
way.	  
	  First,	   Andres	   feels	   he	   is	   protected	   by	   someone,	   Larry,	   with	   unusual	   powers	   and	  
goodwill.	   Indeed,	   for	   Andres,	   a	   buy-­‐out	   amount	   of	   $50,000-­‐$75,000	   is	   life	   changing.	  
Indeed,	  when	  Andres	  dreams	  of	  prosperity,	  the	  money	  he	  has	  in	  mind	  is	  smaller.	  
“I	  have	  this	  crazy	   idea	   I	  wanna	  develop	  something.	   I	  have	  an	   idea	   I	  want	  to	  develop.	   I	  
think	  even	  if	  I	  sell	  fifty	  units	  a	  week	  I	  will	  be	  ok	  you	  know.	  I	  don’t	  want	  to	  be	  greedy,	  you	  
know	  what	   I	  mean?	  I	  think	   if	   I	  can	  make	  $500	  a	  week,	  clean,	  you	  know	  that	  would	  be	  
good.”	  	  
$2,000	   a	   month	   would	   represent	   for	   Andres	   a	   significant	   improvement	   of	   his	   living	  
conditions.	  To	  match	  the	  tremendous	  changes	  that	  the	  buy-­‐out	  would	  bring	  to	  his	  life,	  
Andres	   endows	   Larry	   with	   tremendous	   powers	   and	   goodwill.	   Talking	   about	   Larry,	  
Andres	  tells	  me,	  in	  late	  August	  2010:	  
“I	   think	  you	   really	  have	   to	  do	  something	   really	   stupid	   to	  piss	   [Larry]	  off.	  When	   [Larry]	  
likes	  you,	  he	  likes	  you.	  	  He	  is	  a	  good	  guy	  to	  know.	  	  What	  is	  very	  interesting,	  and	  again	  it	  
is	   what	  makes	   America	   unique,	   is	   that	   he	   doesn’t	   present	   himself	   like	   …	   like…	   like	   a	  
hero!	  No,	  no.	  He	  presents	  himself	   as	  a	   very	  humble	  man.	  You	   see	  him	  with	  his	  pants	  
[jeans],	  in	  the	  courthouse	  in	  a	  T-­‐shirt,	  right?”	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But	   behind	   this	   humble	   appearance,	   there	   is	   someone	   with	   tremendous	   power	  
according	  to	  Andres.	  
“If	  Larry	  finds	  one	  building”	  keeps	  going	  Andres	  “the	  right	  building,	  and	  he	  empties	  it,	  do	  
you	  know	  how	  much	  money	  they	  give	  Larry	  to	  do	  that?”	  
The	  “they”	  is	  undetermined,	  but	  Andres	  means	  the	  people	  and	  entities	  with	  money	  and	  
which	  make	  more	  money	  with	  real	  estate	  dealings.	  
“Do	  you	  think	  they	  give	  him	  a	  lot	  of	  money	  to	  do	  that?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Of	  course!	  You	  know	  he	  has	  this	  office	  [in	  midtown	  Manhattan,	  the	  office	  of	  the	  P.E.B.	  
group]?”	  
“It’s	   not	   really	   his	   office”,	   I	   reply.	   “He	   doesn’t	   own	   it.	   They	   work	   together,	   they’re	  
friends,	  but	  he	  doesn’t	  own	  it.”	  
“Larry	   doesn’t	   like	   to	   tell	   anybody	   what	   he	   owns,	   what	   he’s	   doing,	   ok?	   Do	   you	  
understand	  what	  I’m	  saying?”	  
“No,	  not	  really…	  what	  do	  you	  mean?”	  I	  say.	  
“There	  is	  this	  game	  with	  the	  little	  ball	  [describing	  with	  hand	  gestures	  the	  bonito	  game]	  
you	  always	  think	  the	  ball	  is	  here,	  but	  in	  fact	  the	  ball	  is	  there.”	  
“You	  think	  Larry	  is	  like	  that?”	  	  
“Larry	  is	  doing	  this	  and	  doing	  this,	  and	  always	  he	  says	  ‘I	  don’t	  exist’.	  He’s	  telling	  you	  the	  
truth	  he	  doesn’t	  exist,	  because	  if	  you	  look	  inside	  all	  three	  of	  them	  there	  is	  nothing	  there.	  
A	  man	  that	  goes	  to	  Florida	  [Larry	  visits	  once	  a	  month	  Leonard	  in	  Florida]	  every	  day,	  for	  
instance	   that	  old	  man	  over	   there,	   that	  man	  he	   is	  helping	  out,	   there	   is	  a	   lot	  of	  money	  
involved	  there.”	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Second,	   Larry	   gains	   with	   Andres	   someone	   that	   follows	   with	   deference	   his	   lead	   in	  
developing	  unusual	  economic	  strategies,	  providing	  Larry	  with	  a	  sense	  of	  economic	  self-­‐
efficacy	  and	  recognition	  of	  his	  knowledge	  of	  the	  “game”.	  	  
A	  few	  days	  after	  Larry	  made	  the	  phone	  call	  to	  Charles	  Wallace	  Jr.	  where	  he	  warned	  the	  
owner	  that	  Andres	  would	  not	  be	  bullied,	  Andres	  calls	  Larry	  in	  panic.	  Mitchell	  Steinberg	  
has	  sent	  men	  to	  scare	  him,	  he	  says.	  Larry	  tells	  Andres	  to	  call	  the	  cops,	  which	  he	  does.	  It	  
scares	  the	  men	  away.	  The	  same	  night,	  Andres	  changes	  the	  lock	  of	  the	  entrance	  door	  to	  
the	  building.	  He	  does	  not	  ask	  Larry	  before	  doing	  it.	  He	  only	  wants	  to	  avoid	  having	  these	  
men	   coming	  back	   at	   night	   in	   the	  building.	   The	  day	   after,	  Mitchell	   Steinberg	  discovers	  
that	  he	  cannot	  enter	  his	  building	  anymore.	  The	  attorney,	  James	  Horowitz,	  calls	  Andres,	  
threatens	  him	  of	  going	  to	  court	  if	  he	  does	  not	  take	  off	  the	  locks.	  Andres	  gets	  scared	  and	  
calls	  Larry:	  what	  should	  he	  do?	  	  
“But	  listen”	  answers	  Larry,	  “first	  of	  all,	  don’t	  volunteer	  to	  take	  off	  these	  locks.	  Let	  them	  
take	  a	   court	  order	   for	   taking	  out	  all	   these	   locks.	   I	   like	   that	  even	  better.	   It	  plays	  much	  
better	  for	  you.	  Because	  it	  sounds	  that	  the	  place	  is	  abandoned.”	  	  	  
“Uh,	  uh,	  ok”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“Leave	  it	  alone	  don’t	  volunteer.	  How	  do	  you	  like	  that?”	  asks	  Larry.	  
“Sounds	  good	  to	  me”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“What	  I	  say,	  does	  it	  make	  sense?”	  asks	  Larry.	  
“Yeah	  it	  makes	  sense”,	  replies	  Andres.	  “But	  you	  know	  they	  haven’t	  even	  pay	  any	  electric	  
bill	  yet?”	  	  
“Let	  it	  come	  to	  a	  closing.	  Everything	  has	  to	  come	  to	  the	  fore”	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“To	  the	  floor?”	  asks	  Andres.	  
“Fore,	  F-­‐O-­‐R-­‐E”	  repeats	  Larry.	  
“Yeah,	  but	   the	  electric	  bill,	   it	  has	   to	  be	  paid”,	   repeats	  Andres	  worrying	   that	  electricity	  
will	  be	  cut	  off	  in	  the	  building.	  
“Well	  listen,	  when	  do	  we	  go	  back	  to	  court	  with	  those	  assholes?”	  
“The	  24th“	  	  
“All	  right	  then	  we’ll	  do	  it	  [remind	  the	  Judge	  and	  James	  Horowitz	  that	  Mitchell	  Steinberg	  
does	  not	  pay	  the	  electric	  bill].	  24th	  should	  be	  Thursday.	  It	  should	  be	  nice.	  Let’s	  see	  what	  
happens	  in	  the	  meantime.	  	  We’re	  gonna	  fuck	  them	  good,”	  reassures	  Larry.	  
	  “All	  right,	  Larry”	  says	  Andres	  with	  renewed	  confidence.	  
“Listen	  we’re	  playing	  the	  game	  and	  that’s	  the	  way	  it	  goes.”	  	  
“All	  right”	  says	  Andres.	  
Andres	  is	  still	  worried	  that	  the	  men	  will	  come	  the	  same	  night.	  Larry	  advises	  him	  to	  sleep	  
at	  my	  place	  with	  Nicholas,	  which	  they	  do.	  
The	  day	  after,	  Andres	  discovers	  that	  the	  locks	  have	  been	  cut	  off.	  He	  calls	  Larry	  and	  me.	  
When	  I	  arrive	  at	  Andres’	  place,	  Andres	  tells	  me	  he	  has	  called	  the	  cops,	  as	  Larry	  advised	  
him	  to	  do.	  The	  cops	  arrive	  a	  few	  seconds	  after	  me.	  The	  confused	  explanations	  of	  Andres	  
do	  not	  convince	  the	  cops	  there	  is	  a	  trespassing,	  and	  they	  leave	  without	  doing	  anything	  
to	  the	  disappointment	  of	  Andres,	  Nicholas	  and	  I.	  
Larry	   and	   Andres	   construct	   each	   other	   according	   to	   his	   own	   needs	   and	   desires.	   For	  
Andres,	   Larry	   represents	   protection,	   power	   and	   once-­‐in-­‐a-­‐life	   time	   economic	  
opportunities.	   For	   Larry,	  Andres	   represents	   the	   recognition	  of	   his	   expertise	   in	   how	   to	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play	   the	  “game”.	  Miraculously,	  and	   temporarily,	   these	   two	  symbolic	   constructions	  are	  
consistent	  with	  each	  other,	  solidifying	  the	  relation	  between	  the	  two	  men.	  This	  is	  what	  I	  
call,	   following	  Malcolm’s	   The	   Journalist	   and	   the	  Murderer	   (1990),	   the	   “dovetailing	   of	  
desires”38.	  	  
FURTHERING	  MUTUAL	  ENTANGLEMENT	  
The	  “honey	  moon”	  between	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  attains	   its	  highest	  point	   in	  Fall	  2010.	  At	  
that	  time,	  Larry	  involves	  Andres	  more	  and	  more	  in	  his	  other	  activities.	  	  
Andres	   takes	   a	   pre-­‐eminent	   role	   in	  Mr.	   Charles’s	   building,	   as	   seen	   above,	   and	   in	   the	  
building	   3030,	  which	   belongs	   to	   the	   Kay	   Family	   (see	   chapter	   6).	   Larry	   is	   trying	   to	   sell	  
3030	  for	  $2.5	  million,	  the	  owner’s	  asking	  price.	  Larry,	  however,	  can	  get	  only	  $2.2-­‐$2.3	  
million	  and	  the	  family	  refuses	  the	  offers.	  The	  rent	  roll	  of	  the	  building	  is	  too	  small	  and	  not	  
promising	   enough	   for	   potential	   buyers	   to	   raise	   their	   price.	   Indeed,	   3030’s	   inhabitants	  
are	  mostly	  older	  black	   families	  who	  pay	  smaller	   rent	  and	  some	  of	   them	  are	  protected	  
(rent	   controlled	   apartments	   and	   older	   families).	   The	   average	   rent	   in	   the	   building	   is	  
about	  $800	  for	  vast	  apartments.	  Larry	  needs	  to	   find	  a	  solution	  –	  and	  Andres	  becomes	  
instrumental	  in	  Larry’s	  plan	  to	  increase	  the	  value	  of	  3030.	  
Larry	   uses	   the	   connection	   of	   Andres	   in	   his	   orthodox	   community.	   One	   of	   the	   liberal	  
rabbis	   of	   the	   community	   has	   opened	   a	   soup	   kitchen	   close	   to	   3030.	   The	   soup	   kitchen	  
caters	   to	   the	   local	  poor	  black	  population	   in	  an	  attempt	   to	  promote	  peaceful	   relations	  
between	   the	   two	   communities	   –	  which	  makes	   Andres	   laugh	   of	   naïveté39.	   The	   rabbi’s	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38	  A	  more	  sociologically	  appropriate	  reference	  would	  be	  Goffman’s	  Interaction	  Ritual,	  1967.	  	  
39	  One	  morning,	  in	  a	  heated	  conversation,	  Larry	  is	  warning	  Andres	  about	  a	  neighbor,	  a	  black	  woman	  named	  Josepha.	  
Andres	  is	  friendly	  with	  Josepha	  and	  Larry	  thinks	  she	  may	  work	  with	  Andres’	  landlords.	  
-­‐	  (Larry)	  The	  only	  one	  who	  can	  fuck	  you	  is	  Josepha.	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newly	  opened	  small	  facility	  needs	  some	  construction	  work.	  Andres	  provides	  the	  needed	  
work	  for	  little	  money	  and	  Larry	  asks	  Andres	  to	  create,	  in	  exchange	  of	  his	  work,	  a	  contact	  
with	  the	  aide	  to	  the	  rabbi,	  who	  is	  less	  liberal	  than	  the	  rabbi	  himself.	  Larry	  has	  in	  mind	  a	  
peculiar	   plan,	   which	   is	   in	   a	   way	   a	   reversed	   form	   of	   block	   busting	   (see	   Massey	   and	  
Denton	   1993).	   Larry	   wants	   to	   evict	   a	   black	   family	   from	   3030	   and	   to	   put	   a	   Jewish	  
Orthodox	  family	  recommended	  by	  the	  rabbi	  or	  his	  aide.	  Larry	  would	  give	  a	  preferential	  
rent	   to	   the	   family.	   Larry	   hopes	   that	   the	   Orthodox	   family	   would	   control	   strictly	   the	  
behavior	  of	  the	  local	  black	  tenants,	  calling	  the	  cops	  as	  often	  as	  possible,	  pushing	  older	  
tenants	  out,	  freeing	  apartments	  and	  increasing	  therefore	  the	  value	  of	  the	  building.	  Larry	  
bets	   on	   the	   dormant	   conflict	   between	   the	   local	   black	   population	   and	   the	   Orthodox	  
communities.	  	  
“I’m	   gonna	   put	   an	   Orthodox	   family	   in	   the	   2-­‐bedroom	   upstairs.	   On	   the	   top	   floor.	   I’m	  
gonna	  put	  an	  orthodox	  family	  [on	  the	  first	  floor]	  after	   it	   is	  renovated.	  Orthodox	  at	  the	  
top	  and	  the	  bottom”,	  says	  Larry	  
“You	  think	  they’re	  gonna	  care?”	  
“WHAT?	  The	  first	  person	  who	  smokes	  weed,	  they’re	  calling	  the	  cops.	  The	  next	  thing	  you	  
know,	   I’m	  gonna	  start	  putting	  [orthodox]	  families	   in	  there.	   It’s	  not	  racial.	   It’s	  business.	  
All	  it’s	  gonna	  do	  is	  improve	  the	  quality	  of	  life	  and	  the	  value	  [of	  the	  building].	  That’s	  all.	  
Next	   year,	   it’s	   gonna	  worth	  more	   $2.5	  million.	   I’m	   not	   gonna	   have	   the	   same	   fucking	  
morons.	  You	  see	  the	  key	  to	  success	  is	  to	  have	  the	  integrity	  and	  the	  trust.”	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
-­‐	  (Andres)	  It	  doesn’t	  matter,	  They’re	  BLACK,	  THEY	  HATE	  JEWS.	  You	  don’t	  understand	  I	  grew	  up	  all	  my	  life	  with	  these	  
people,	  THEY	  HATE.	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However,	  Larry	  does	  not	  have	  time	  to	  implement	  his	  plans.	  By	  Spring	  2011,	  he	  does	  not	  
work	  for	  the	  Kay	  family	  anymore.	  He	   is	   in	  court	  with	  them,	  and	  tries	  to	  force	  them	  to	  
sell	  3030	  to	  retrieve	  $16,000	  that	  the	  Kay	  family,	  he	  claims,	  owes	  him.	  
The	  pre-­‐existing	  social	   relations	  of	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  –	   in	  particulate	   the	  patronage	  
ties	   that	   organize	   their	   ordinary	   life	   –	   predispose	   the	   two	   men	   to	   understand	   what	  
Larry’s	   clique	   is	   asking	   them	   to	   do	   and	   be,	   and	   to	   value	   the	   clique	   as	   a	   unique	  
opportunity	  in	  which	  to	  invest	  a	  lot.	  Because	  the	  clique	  looks	  like	  their	  previous	  life,	  but	  
in	  better,	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  are	  immediately	  attracted	  to	  it40.	  	  
ANDRES:	  ELATED	  EXPERIENCE	  OF	  NEAR-­‐POVERTY	  
On	  a	  beautiful	  morning	  of	  late	  September	  2010,	  Andres	  and	  I	  are	  having	  breakfast	  right	  
outside	   of	   City	   Hall	   around	   11:30am.	   We	   just	   got	   out	   from	   the	   Housing	   Court	   of	  
Manhattan,	  located	  nearby.	  The	  court	  appearance	  has	  been	  unusually	  successful.	  Larry	  
obtained	  the	  postponement	  he	  desired,	  and	  much	  earlier	  than	  he	  thought	  (Andres	  told	  
him	  he	  needed	  to	  be	  uptown	  by	  5:30pm).	  	  
“I	  made	  a	  very	  good	  day	  yesterday	   I	  made	  $300	   in	  half	  hour”,	   says	  Andres	  paying	   for	  
two	  pancakes	  and	  the	  two	  iced-­‐coffees.	  
Using	  his	  smart-­‐phone,	  Andres	  says,	  
“This	  shit	  is	  very	  addictive.”	  
“How	  much	  did	  you	  pay	  for	  that?”	  I	  ask,	  eating	  my	  pancakes.	  
“A	  buck	  99.”	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40	  Here,	  there	  are	  the	  seeds	  of	  a	  criticism	  of	  a	  model	  of	  group	  affiliation	  based	  on	  the	  conversion	  and	  specification	  of	  
a	  pre-­‐existing	  “habitus”	  (see	  Desmond	  2007:	  9-­‐13	  and	  Wacquant	  2004:	  chapter	  1).	  I	  think	  there	  is,	  at	  least	  in	  my	  case,	  
no	  need	  of	  a	  heavy	  concept	  like	  habitus.	  To	  find	  a	  common	  habitus	  that	  Larry,	  Andres,	  Erin,	  Nicholas,	  Lee,	  Miss	  Jean	  
would	  share	  is,	  I	  think,	  difficult.	  These	  individuals	  can	  cooperate	  within	  the	  clique,	  not	  because	  they	  share	  a	  habitus,	  
but	  because	  they	  share	  a	  similar	  experience	  of	  a	  peculiar	  social	  configuration:	  patronage	  ties	  in	  economic	  life.	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“$2,	  that’s	  it?”	  I	  ask	  surprised.	  
“It’s	  $200	  dollars”,	  corrects	  Andres.	  
“Oh	  you	  paid	  $200”	  
“No.	  I	  just	  paid	  for	  the	  insurance	  [$5].	  We	  have	  an	  insider”,	  says	  Andres	  knowingly.	  
“Why	  did	  you	  want	  to	  get	  out	  at	  5:30pm?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Man,	   I	   gotta	   to	  make	   a	   living.	   I	   have	   to	   go	   this	   building	   uptown.	   Sharpe	   [a	   building	  
owner]	  has	  a	  building	   for	   the	  Yeshiva	  University	   [around	  169th	   street].	  How	  about	   the	  
Hermans,	  have	  you	  ever	  heard	  of	  them?	  They	  own	  a	  lot	  of	  buildings	  in	  Brooklyn….”	  
No,	  I	  do	  not	  know	  the	  Hermans.	  After	  a	  pause,	  Andres	  asks	  me.	  
“You	  see	  my	  life?”	  	  
“Uh?”	  	  
“It’s	  very	  interesting,	  right?”	  
“Man,	  don’t	  flatter	  yourself.	  Mine	  isn’t	  interesting?”	  I	  ask	  laughing.	  
“Your	   life?	   You	   came	   from	   France,	   you	   came	   to	   Columbia	   University	   to	   receive	   a	  
doctorate	  degree”,	  says	  Andres	  summarizing	  my	  big	  adventure.	  
“Well,	  that’s	  boring”	  I	  acknowledge.	  
“Yes,	  that’s	  what	  I’m	  talking	  about”,	  says	  Larry.	  “If	  this	  is	  being	  poor,	  I	  don’t	  mind	  being	  
poor.	  There	  is	  nothing	  wrong	  with	  being	  poor.”	  
Andres	   refers,	   among	   other	   things,	   to	   a	   decision	   that	   Larry	  made.	   Andres	   should	   not	  
apply	   to	  welfare	   benefits	   he	  would	   be	   entitled	   to.	   The	   goal	   is	   to	   show	  housing	   court	  
judges	   that	   Andres	   is	   a	   hard-­‐working	   person	   on	   a	   bad-­‐luck	   streak	   and	   with	   a	   bad	  
landlord	  –	  Larry’s	  conception	  of	  the	  image	  of	  the	  “deserving	  poor”	  that	  judges	  uphold.	  
	   210	  
“Well	   there	   is	   nothing	  wrong	   sitting	   over	   here,	  with	   these	   buildings	   that	   nothing	   can	  
move”,	  says	  Andres	  pointing	  to	  City	  Hall.	  
After	  a	  pause,	  Andres	  says.	  
“This	  is	  really	  good	  pancakes.	  Much	  better	  than	  Starbucks.”	  
“Yeah,	  but	  I	  have	  something	  for	  the	  iced	  coffee	  at	  Starbucks”	  I	  reply.	  
“But	   taste	   this	   one,	   really	   taste	   this	   one.	   For	   a	   little	   fucked	   up	   place”,	   says	   Andres,	  
talking	  about	  the	  man	  in	  the	  tiny	  silver	  cart	  next	  to	  City	  Hall,	  “it	  is	  really	  good	  coffee.”	  
“I	  remember”,	  says	  Andres,	  “when	  I	  took	  my	  laptop	  to	  Spain.	  [People]	  were	  so	  jealous.	  It	  
took	   Spain	   seven	   to	   ten	   years	   to	   have	   it	   at	   the	   right	   price	   for	   them	   to	   buy	   [laptops].	  
That’s	  what	  amazing	  about	  this	  country.	  This	  country	  is	  very	  blessed.”	  
There	  are	  many	  circumstantial	  and	  structural	  factors	  that	  explain	  Andres’	  attitude	  that	  
morning:	  a	  good	  day	  in	  court,	  the	  bright	  sun,	  clear	  sky	  and	  the	  towering	  skyscrapers;	  the	  
fact	   that	  even	   if	  he	  often	  passes	   for	  Latino,	  Andres	  asserts	  a	  whiteness	   through	  being	  
Jewish,	   a	  middle-­‐class	   family	   background.	   But	   there	   is	   a	   distinctive	   impact	   of	   Andres’	  
embeddedness	  in	  short	  and	  resource-­‐rich,	  networks	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  on	  the	  ways	  
he	  talks	  and	  feels	  about	  his	  situation.	  Belonging	  to	  the	  clique	  and	  being	  the	  “client”	  of	  
Larry	  can	  only	  participate	  to	  such	  elated	  experience	  of	  near-­‐poverty	  (“there	   is	  nothing	  
wrong	  with	  being	  poor”	  it	  makes	  an	  “interesting	  life”).	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WINTER	  2010	  –	  EMERGING	  TENSIONS,	  THE	  END	  OF	  THE	  HONEYMOON	  
The	  “dovetailing	  of	  desires”	  between	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  starts	  showing	  cracks	   in	  winter	  
2010.	   The	   key	   driver	   of	   this	   uncoupling	   is	   Andres.	   He	   gathers	   new	   information	   from	  
third	   parties	   and	   crevices	   in	   Andres’	   projection	   on	   Larry	   appear,	   everyday	   more	  
numerous.	   However,	   Andres	   finds	   ways,	   during	   Winter	   2010,	   to	   rationalize	   them	  
(Vaughan	  1986).	  	  
ANDRES’	  NEW	  PERSPECTIVE	  ON	  HIS	  ENEMIES	  
First,	   Andres	   changes	   his	   understanding	   of	   the	   nature	   of	   the	   other	   side	   he	   struggles	  
with.	  Mitchell	  Steinberg,	   James	  Horowitz	  and	  the	  sons	  who	   inherited	  the	  property	  are	  
not	   seen	  anymore	  as	  common	  economic	  actors	  of	   the	  housing	  market,	  but	  as	   specific	  
individuals	  who	  may	  yield	  power	  equal	  or	  greater	  than	  Larry’s.	  Andres’	  “discovery”	  that	  
Larry	  and	  the	  other	  side	  mat	  not	  be	  too	  dissimilar,	  the	  discovery	  that	  maybe	  the	  other	  
side	  is	  even	  greater	  and	  bigger	  than	  Larry	  himself,	  happens	  after	  a	  visit	  from	  a	  building	  
inspector	  sent	  by	  HPD41.	  
Over	  lunch,	  right	  after	  the	  inspection,	  Andres	  tells	  me:	  
“Because	   this	   is	   actually	   the	   first	   time	   that	   someone	   from	   HPD	   actually	   talks	   [to	  me	  
truthfully].	  The	  other	  HPD	  guys	  were	  like	  “uh	  uh”	  but	  that	  time	  we	  were	  actually	  having	  
a	  dialect	  [Andres	  means	  a	  dialogue].”	  
“Ok	  so	  what	  did	  you	  talk	  about?”	  I	  ask.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41	   As	   a	   reminder:	   the	   department	   of	   Housing	   Preservation	   and	   Development	   (HPD)	   of	   the	   City	   of	   New	   York	   is	   an	  
agency	  with	   several	  missions	   and	   activities,	   including	   inspecting	   buildings	  when	   tenants	  make	   complain	   and	   filing	  
violations.	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“I	  ask	  him”	  replies	  Andres,	  	  “you	  guys	  came	  here	  four	  times,	  every	  time,	  you	  write	  things	  
down	  [and	  nothing	  happens].	  So	   the	  guy	  with	  a	  Filipino	  accent	  said	   to	  me	   ‘You	  know,	  
maybe	  the	  family	  has	  more	  power	  than	  we	  do	  in	  HPD’.”	  
“Did	  he	  explain	  what	  he	  meant?”	  I	  ask.	  
“No,	  I	  let	  him	  talk”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“Ok,	  so	  what	  did	  he	  say	  next?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Well,	  as	  far	  I’m	  concerned,	  if	  you	  ask	  me	  how	  I	  deal	  with	  the	  whole	  situation…”	  
“No,	  no,	  not	  how	  you	  feel,	  what	  did	  he	  say?”	  I	  cut	  Andres.	  
“Well”,	  responds	  Andres,	  “he	  says	  that	  maybe	  you	  need	  to	  go	  to	  court	  and	  get	  a	  judge	  
order”	  
“We	   need	   to	   bypass	   HPD	   and	   goes	   straight	   to	   court,	   because	   HPD	   is	   irrelevant	   right	  
now?”	  I	  ask.	  
“HPD	   has	   been	   coming	   here	   for	   two	   months,	   and	   nothing	   has	   been	   done”,	   states	  
Andres.	  
“Ok,	   basically	   the	   guy	   meant	   corruption?	   HPD	   doesn’t	   do	   anything	   because	   of	  
corruption?”	  I	  ask.	  
“I	   believe	   so.	   You	   cannot	   say	   this	   guy	   has	   connections.	   Anyone	   can	   get	   connections.	  
We’re	   talking	   about	   corruption.	   We’re	   talking	   about	   a	   month	   and	   a	   half	   [late	   on	  
repairs]”,	  says	  Andres.	  	  
“He	  didn’t	  say	  the	  word	  [corruption]?”,	  I	  ask.	  
“No	  he	  didn’t	  say	  the	  word”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“He	  just	  said	  they	  are	  bigger	  than	  HPD?”	  I	  ask.	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“Yeah”,	  says	  Andres.	  He	  adds,	  ”They	  may	  have	  more	  power	  than	  HPD.	  I	  always	  believe,	  
that	  if	  you	  have	  a	  good	  lawyer,	  he	  [the	  lawyer]	  can	  influence	  the	  city	  or	  a	  government	  
agent.	  It’s	  about	  money.	  It’s	  about	  power.	  Exxon	  Valdez,	  all	  the	  big	  companies,	  they	  tell	  
the	  government	  what	  they	  wanna	  do.	  It’s	  not	  the	  government	  that	  tells	  them.	  They	  tell	  
the	  government.	  It	  is	  the	  same	  in	  Housing	  Court.”	  
For	  the	  very	  same	  reasons	  that	  Andres	  believes	  that	  Larry	  has	  great	  powers	  underneath	  
his	   “humble”	   appearance,	   Andres	   has	   a	   natural	   tendency	   to	   believe	   that	   below	   the	  
surface	  he	  may	  be	   in	  conflict	  with	  more	  powerful	  people	  than	  he	  previously	  assumed.	  
The	  charisma	  he	  grants	  to	  Larry	  is	  consistent	  with	  his	  newfound	  suspicion	  about	  the	  true	  
nature	  of	  his	  enemies.	  The	  perspective	  on	  economic	  life	  of	  Andres	  is	  reinforced	  instead	  
of	  being	  questioned	  by	  the	  failures	  of	  Larry	  to	  provide	  the	  expected	  results	  (see	  Evans-­‐
Pritchard	  1976).	  
The	   suspicion	   of	   corruption	   at	   HPD	   that	   hits	   Andres	   after	   his	   discussion	   with	   the	  
inspector	   from	   the	   agency	   is	   far	   from	  preposterous.	   Between	  2011	   and	  2013,	   several	  
arrests	   have	   been	   made	   and	   several	   condemnations	   pronounced	   against	   property	  
developers	   and	   high-­‐ranking	   civil	   servants	   at	   HPD	   (an	   assistant	   commissioner	   at	   HDP	  
pleads	   guilty	   for	   receiving	  $600,000	   in	  bribes	   in	   summer	  2013)42.	   In	   addition,	   as	   I	  will	  
show	  in	  chapter	  6,	  Larry	  and	  the	  clique	  develop	  practices	  that	  look	  like	  corruption,	  and	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42	   As	   an	   example	   in	   the:	  New	   York	   Post,	   Oct.	   6	   2011	   http://nypost.com/2011/10/06/fbi-­‐busts-­‐senior-­‐nyc-­‐housing-­‐
official-­‐on-­‐corruption-­‐charges/	   ;	   	  New	   York	   Post,	   June	   6	   2012	   http://nypost.com/2012/06/06/feds-­‐nab-­‐five-­‐in-­‐hpd-­‐
corruption-­‐scandal/	   ;	   in	   the	  New	  York	  Daily	  News,	   July	  14	  2013	  http://www.nydailynews.com/new-­‐york/developer-­‐
touted-­‐community-­‐service-­‐gamed-­‐contract-­‐system-­‐article-­‐1.1398273	   ;	   	   A	   corruption	   case	   of	   a	   HPD	   inspector	   by	   a	  
building	   manager,	   New	   York	   Daily	   News,	   April	   1	   2013,	   http://www.nydailynews.com/new-­‐york/housing-­‐inspector-­‐
busted-­‐bribes-­‐heroin-­‐fbi-­‐article-­‐1.1304198	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that	   exists	   even	   in	   the	   absence	   of	   the	   actual	   kick	   back	   from	   civil	   servants	   and	  
bureaucrats	  of	  the	  city	  of	  New	  York	  (what	  I	  call	  “encroachment”).	  
ANDRES	  HAS	  DOUBTS	  ABOUT	  LARRY’S	  EXPERTISE	  OF	  THE	  “GAME”	  
Second,	  Andres	  starts	  doubting	  that	  calling	  the	  police	  twice	  against	  Mitchell	  Steinberg	  in	  
August	  2010	  was	  a	  good	  idea.	  During	  the	  same	  lunch,	  Erin,	  the	  lawyer	  who	  is	  supposedly	  
doing	   “pro-­‐bono”	   work	   for	   Andres	   calls	   him	   to	   know	   how	   the	   HPD	   inspection	   went.	  
When	  Andres	  tell	  her,	  she	  asks	  why	  the	  police	  came	  so	  many	  times	  in	  August.	  
“Larry	  is	  the	  one	  who	  told	  me	  to	  call	  the	  police”,	  replies	  Andres.	  “I’m	  doing	  what	  Larry	  
tells	  me	  to	  do.”	  
Erin	  asks	  what	  happened	  that	  justified	  that	  the	  police	  came.	  
“The	   guy	   [who	  bullied	  Andres]	  was	   just	   saying	  words	   to	  me	   that	  were	  not	   necessary,	  
because	  he	  doesn’t	  represent	  the	  family.	  Because,	   I	  don’t	  think	  the	  family	  [the	  owner,	  
the	  Wallaces]	  would	  have	  wanted	  what	  he	  was	  doing.	  I	  do	  know	  the	  family	  much	  better	  
than	  the	  lawyers	  do	  and	  I	  don’t	  even	  think	  they	  would	  have	  agreed	  on	  that.	  The	  guy	  was	  
nosy	  and	  pretty	  much	  throwing	  my	  business	  and	  the	  family	  business	  on	  the	  street	  for	  no	  
reasons.”	  
Erin	  is	  skeptic	  that	  there	  was	  an	  imminent	  danger	  that	  justified	  calling	  911.	  	  
“I	   don’t	   know	   I’m	   going	   by	   Larry’s	   guidance”,	   says	   Andres.	   “I’ve	   never	   been	   in	   this	  
situation	  before.	  I	  don’t	  know	  you	  tell	  me”	  	  
Erin	   argues	   that	   it	   has	   radicalized	  positions	   and	  no	  dialogue	   is	   possible	   anymore.	   The	  
lawyer	  in	  particular,	  James	  Horowitz,	  has	  no	  consideration	  left	  for	  Larry.	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“I	   mean	   is	   there	   any	   possible	   way	   to	   try	   to	   see	   we	   can	   straight	   things	   out	   with	   this	  
lawyer	  or	  what?”	  
Erin	  is	  not	  optimistic.	  
“I	  am	  sorry	  I	  had	  to	  call	  the	  police,	  I	  just	  went	  by	  what	  Larry	  says”	  
Andres	  hangs	  up.	  He	  says	  to	  me:	  
“Erin	  says	  she	  might	  have	  to	  step	  down.	  She	   is	  unhappy	  that	  Larry	   told	  me	  to	  call	   the	  
police.	  I	  didn’t	  get	  a	  good	  feeling	  about	  that.”	  
“Why?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Because	  we	  already	  said	  that	  we’re	  gonna	  work	  thing	  out	  in	  the	  Court	  House.	  She	  [Erin]	  
said	  we	  got	  a	  step	  back	  on	  this	  one.	  We	  could	  have	  negotiated	  but	  you	  got	  the	  police	  
involved.	  Clement	  when	  you	  went	  to	  the	  Court	  House	  this	  past	  time,	  Erin	  said	  ‘Let’s	  talk’	  
[with	  the	  other	  side].	  That’s	  why	  I	  didn’t	  want	  to	  call	  the	  police.	  That’s	  why	  I	  didn’t	  want	  
to	  do	  anything	  that	  Larry	  was	  telling	  me.	   I	  wanted	  to	  go	  as	  smooth	  and	  easy	  as	   far	  as	  
possible.”	  
“I	  don’t	  think	  [negotiations]	  could	  have	  happened.	  Look	  at	  the	  building.	  You	  don’t	  have	  
hot	  water	  since	  February	  [2010].	  Do	  you	  think	  these	  people	  are	  nice	  and	  cute	  landlords?	  
Look	  at	  their	  lawyers”,	  I	  say.	  
“My	  friend	  you	  can	  get	  more	  with	  honey	  than	  you	  get	  with	  vinegar,	  in	  any	  place	  in	  the	  
world,	  maybe	   not	   in	   France,	   but	   here	   in	   the	  United	   States.	   […]	  When	   I	  was	   in	   Spain,	  
there	   were	   two	   gangs,	   the	   hard	   and	   the	   soft.	   The	   hard	   they	   believe	   in	   attacking,	   in	  
bombing.	  The	  other	  they	  believe	  in	  hiring	  the	  right	  politicians.	  Larry’s	  technique	  is	  great,	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but	  we	  were	  in	  a	  situation	  where	  there	  could	  have	  been	  possible	  talks	  and	  negotiations	  
[with	  the	  other	  side	  for	  the	  buy-­‐out]”	  
“It’s	  your	  feeling?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Look	  there	  is	  nobody	  in	  this	  room	  that	  supports	  Larry	  more	  than	  I	  do.	  If	  Larry	  tells	  me	  
to	  go	  down	  the	  road,	  I	  go	  down	  the	  road.	  [But]	  There	  is	  a	  right	  way	  and	  there	  is	  a	  wrong	  
way	  of	  doing	  things.	  There	  is	  a	  time	  for	  everything.	  And	  you	  know	  that,	  you’ve	  been	  to	  
university.	  I’m	  not	  saying	  that	  I’m	  not	  supporting	  Larry.	  I	  support	  Larry.”	  
“Ok,	  [Larry]	  made	  a	  mistake	  that	  day,	  that	  Friday	  [when	  he	  called	  the	  police]”	  I	  say.	  
“You	  see,	  Larry	  has	  all	  the	  good	  intentions,	  he	  has	  a	  very	  good	  heart,	  ok?	  And	  I	  know	  he	  
cares	  about	  me.	  I	  know	  that	  he	  does.	  [But]	  	  If	  I	  knew	  what	  I	  was	  doing,	  I	  wouldn’t	  ask	  for	  
his	  help”.	  
Andres	   and	   Larry	   disagree	   on	   when	   to	   switch	   from	   blocking	   to	   bargaining	   in	   their	  
predatory	  strategy.	  Calling	  the	  police	  repeatedly	  on	  the	   landlord	   is	  consistent	  with	  the	  
bargaining	   moment	   of	   this	   strategy,	   but	   it	   delays	   the	   second	   step,	   when	   bargaining	  
comes	   to	   the	   fore.	   It	   is	   a	  basic	   tension	  within	  Andres	  and	   Larry’s	   relationship.	  Andres	  
faces	  constraints	  (living	  in	  a	  decrepit	  building	  and	  going	  to	  court)	  and	  incentives	  (half	  of	  
a	  negotiated	  buy-­‐out)	  that	  are	  different	  from	  Larry’s	  (30%	  of	  buy-­‐out	  and	  going	  court).	  
This	  difference	  explains	  why	  Larry	  is	  more	  willing	  to	  pressure	  the	  other	  side	  harder	  and	  
longer	  than	  Andres	  is.	  Andres	  has	  more	  immediate	  interests	  in	  a	  quick	  settlement,	  while	  
Larry	  has	  more	   interests	   in	  a	   longer	  dispute,	  which	  would	  yield	  a	  higher	  buy-­‐out.	   The	  
dovetailing	  of	  desires	  has	  masked	  this	  tension	  for	  a	  few	  months,	  but	  it	  now	  appears	  in	  
broad	  daylight	  (see	  Vaughan	  1986:	  chapters	  4	  &	  5)	  
	   217	  
The	   triggering	   event	   for	   Andres	   is	   Erin’s	   comments	   on	   the	   police	   interventions.	   It	  
indicates	  an	  organizational	  fragility	  of	  the	  clique.	  Erin	  is	  a	  lawyer,	  and	  calling	  the	  police	  
without	  any	  real	  reason	  is	  un-­‐lawyer-­‐y.	  It	  does	  not	  make	  sense	  for	  a	  lawyer	  to	  use	  the	  
police	  to	  impress	  the	  other	  party,	  especially	  if	  the	  cops	  do	  not	  do	  anything	  once	  they	  are	  
on	  site.	  Calling	  the	  cop	  with	  the	  irrational	  hope	  that	  it	  will	  scare	  the	  other	  side	  is	  a	  move	  
that	  discredits	  Erin’s	  professional	  self-­‐esteem.	  James	  Horowitz,	  the	  lawyer	  of	  the	  other	  
side,	   and	   Erin	   have	   exchanged	   numerous	   e-­‐mails	   and	   text	  messages	  where	   he	  mocks	  
Larry’s	   and	   her	   lack	   of	   professionalism.	   Erin	   has	   difficulties	   to	   accommodate	   her	  
informal	  role	  within	  the	  clique	  and	  her	  formal	  role	  and	  professional	  identity	  as	  a	  lawyer,	  
which	  devaluate	  the	  strategies	  of	  the	  clique.	  At	  the	  bottom	  of	  this	  tension	  between	  Erin	  
and	  Larry	  is	  the	  difficulty	  for	  the	  clique	  to	  fully	  re-­‐compose	  formal	  economic	  roles	  and	  
associated	  identity.	  The	  clique	  reshapes	  economic	  roles,	  but	  only	  incompletely,	  leading	  
to	  resistance	  and	  friction	  between	  Erin	  and	  Larry.	  
ANDRES	  QUESTIONS	  LARRY’S	  LOYALTY	  	  
Third,	  Andres	  sees	  a	  change	  in	  Larry’s	  strategy	  that	  he	  is	  not	  comfortable	  with.	  It	  raises	  
Andres’s	  doubts	  about	  how	  much	  Larry	  has	  his	  interest	  at	  heart.	  In	  winter	  2010,	  Larry,	  
Andres,	   me	   and	   someone	   called	   Leon	   are	   in	   Housing	   Court,	   against	   James	   Horowitz	  
(Mitchell	  Steinberg	  is	  not	  here	  and	  Nicholas	  is	  waiting	  for	  us	  outside	  the	  courthouse,	  on	  
the	  benches	  of	  Federal	  Plaza	  in	  Manhattan).	  	  
Leon	   is	   a	   lawyer.	   He	   is	   a	   new	   participant	   to	   the	   case.	   He	   belongs	   to	   an	   organization	  
called	  Defending	  Tenants,	  which	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  have	  decided	  to	  involve	  in	  the	  Harlem	  
Deal.	   Defending	   Tenant	   (hereafter	   DT)	   is	   one	   of	   the	  many	   pro-­‐tenant	   groups	   in	   New	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York	  City	  who	  provides	  free	  legal	  representation	  to	  poor	  tenants	  who	  are	  threatened	  of	  
eviction.	  Andres	  falls	  in	  this	  category.	  DT	  is	  aware	  that	  Larry	  is	  involved	  in	  the	  case	  as	  an	  
advisor	  and	  negotiator	  of	  Andres’	  buy-­‐out.	  For	  Andres,	  the	  use	  of	  DT	  is	  news	  with	  both	  
good	  and	  bad	  sides.	  On	  the	  good	  side,	  Andres	  feels	  that	  Leon	  and	  the	  other	  staff	  of	  DT	  
know	  extremely	  well	  the	  law.	  It	   is	  reassuring	  for	  him.	  However,	  o	  the	  bad	  side,	  even	  if	  
the	  legal	  representation	  is	  “free”,	  Andres	  believes	  that	  DT	  will	  pressure	  him	  to	  make	  a	  
donation	  to	  the	  organization	  once	  he	  received	  the	  buy-­‐out.	  Andres	  will	  try	  to	  keep	  the	  
money,	  and	  in	  exchange	  he	  gives	  some	  of	  his	  time	  to	  the	  organization43.	  
Andres,	  Larry,	  Leon	  and	  I	  are	   in	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  Manhattan	  Housing	  Court.	  Leon	   is	  
going	  back	  and	  forth	  between	  James	  Horowitz	  and	  us44.	  
“Today	  we	  don’t	  get	  decision.	  Today	  we	  observe,	  we	  learn	  and	  we	  see.	  That’s	  already	  a	  
lot	  to	  do”	  says	  Larry.	  
“Are	  you	  open	  to	  the	  buy-­‐out	  idea?”	  asks	  Leon.	  
“Yes	  I	  am	  open	  to	  it”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“They	  say	  fifteen	  [thousand	  dollars]”	  
“Fifteen?	  There	  is	  nothing	  to	  talk	  about	  it”,	  says	  Larry.	  
“Do	  you	  have	  another	  number?”	  asks	  Leon.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  go	  several	  times	  to	  Albany,	  NY,	  to	  attend	  rallies	  in	  favor	  of	  an	  extension	  of	  housing	  regulations.	  
They	  also	  tour	  with	  DT	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  to	  promote	  the	  organization’s	  work	  against	  evictions.	  
44	  The	  following	  conversation	  has	  been	  recorded	  without	  intent.	  We	  were	  in	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  Housing	  Court	  and	  
recording	  devices	  (audio,	  photo	  and	  video)	  are	  forbidden	  in	  the	  whole	  building.	  I	  forgot	  to	  leave	  my	  recorder	  at	  the	  
gate	  of	   the	  building	   to	   the	  guard.	   It	   is	   the	  only	   time	   it	  happened	  during	  my	   fieldwork.	   I	  use	   the	   recording	   for	   four	  
reasons:	  (a)	  There	  is	  consent	  and	  understanding	  from	  Andres	  and	  Larry	  of	  me	  recording	  our	  time	  together;	  (b)	  Leon	  is	  
aware	   that	   I	  write	   about	   Andres’	   case:	   the	   first	   time	  Andres	  went	   to	   DT	   and	  met	   Leon	   I	  was	   present	   and	   Andres	  
introduced	  as	  a	   student	   from	  Columbia	  University	  writing	  about	  his	  case,	  and	  asked	   for	  my	  permission	   to	  be	  here.	  
Leon	  responded	  it	  was	  up	  to	  Andres	  to	  give	  such	  permission,	  which	  he	  did;	  (c)	  Leon	  appears	  no	  worse	  and	  no	  better	  
than	   outside	   the	   Housing	   Court:	   the	   dialogue	   does	   not	   tarnish	   his	   image;	   (d)	   The	   dialogue	   has	   great	   value	   for	  
understanding	  the	  dynamics	  between	  Larry	  and	  Andres;	  Leon	  is	  only	  an	  accessory	  that	  reveals	  the	  dynamics	  between	  
the	  two	  men.	  
	   219	  
“I	  mean…”	  says	  Andres.	  
“Let	  me	  ask	   you	   a	   question”	   cuts	   Larry.	   Turning	   to	   Leon,	   he	   adds	  with	   an	   ironic	   tone	  
“You	   have	   to	   forgive	   me,	   I’m	   new	   at	   this.	   Normally,	   because	   I’ve	   been	   involved	   in	  
situation	  like	  that.	  They	  send	  a	  thug	  to	  buy	  [Andres]	  out.	  He	  said	  originally	  twenty-­‐five	  
[thousand	  dollars].	   These	   guys	   are	   insulting.	   They	   send	  a	   thug,	   to	   scare	  him	  and	   they	  
offer	  fifteen!”	  
“At	   the	   moment	   this	   is	   the	   offer.	   That’s	   why	   I’m	   asking	   you	   if	   you	   have	   another	  
number”,	  repeats	  Leon.	  
“If	  I	  can	  make	  a	  suggestion,	  because	  of	  my	  background”	  says	  Larry.	  “If	  the	  house	  goes	  to	  
foreclosure,	   I	  would	  buy	  it.	   I	  would	  take	  care	  of	  the	  house.	  [Andres]	  will	  remain	  in	  the	  
premises.	  We’ll	   take	   it	   as	   is,	  where	   is.	   That’s	   the	   counter	  offer.	  Whatever	   the	  bank	   is	  
foreclosing	  on,	  we’re	  paying	  for	  it,	  and	  they	  just	  walk	  away,	  don’t	  have	  to	  give	  me	  fifty	  
cents.”	  
Larry	  is	   introducing	  a	  new	  possibility.	  For	  the	  first	  time	  Larry	  makes	  Andres	  aware	  that	  
he,	  or	  someone	  from	  the	  clique,	  could	  buy	  the	  property.	  
“If	  there	  is	  no	  agreement	  on	  the	  buy-­‐out”,	  says	  Leon,	  ”what	  I’m	  gonna	  do	  is	  to	  do	  the	  
proceedings	  to	  get	  a	  dismiss	   	  [of	  the	  eviction	  case	  against	  Andres]	  because	  they	  didn’t	  
do	  any	  of	  the	  guidelines.”	  	  
“There	   is	  one	  thing.	   I	  beg	  you”,	  says	  Larry,	  “even	   if	  we	  do	  not	  come	  to	  an	  agreement,	  
the	  man	  [Andres]	  has	  no	  heat,	  no	  hot	  water.	  The	  guy	  cannot	  take	  a	  shower!”	  
Pointing	  at	  me,	  Andres	  says:	  “I	  gotta	  go	  to	  his	  house	  to	  get	  a	  shower.”	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“We	  can	  discuss	  that”,	  replies	  Leon	  “I	  can	  propose	  in	  the	  stipulation	  that	  we	  need	  a	  date	  
to	  fix	  heat	  and	  hot	  water.”	  
“I	  went	   to	  HPD”,	   says	  Andres,	   “and	   she	   told	  me	   there	   is	   a	   formula.	  No	  way	   $15,000.	  
Their	  offer	  was	  $12,500.”	  	  
“So	  what’s	  your	  number?”	  asks	  Leon	  again.	  
“No,	  no,	  no,	  I	  don’t	  want	  to	  offer	  anything”,	  says	  Larry.	  
“So	  the	  buy-­‐out	  is	  not	  a	  possibility?”	  asks	  Leon.	  
“No	  I’ll	  tell	  you	  why.	  Leon	  if	  you	  understand	  the	  psychology.	  When	  Erin	  Quinn	  came	  to	  
do	  an	  HP	  action	  upstairs,	  to	  help	  [Andres]	  pro-­‐bono.	  The	  lawyer	  [James	  Horowitz]	  –	  did	  
you	   see	   the	   letter	   [he	   sent]	   to	   Erin?	  –	  he	  was	   very	  un-­‐cooperative,	   very	   arrogant.	  He	  
signed	  a	  stipulation	  to	  fix	  heat	  and	  hot	  water	  and	  they	  have	  done	  nothing	  of	  that	  sort.	  I	  
don’t	  like	  him.	  Look	  at	  the	  e-­‐mail:	  arrogant,	  abrasive,	  completely	  unethical.	  So	  there	  is	  
nothing	   to	   discuss.	   We	   want	   heat	   and	   hot	   water.	   And	   as	   a	   counter,	   there	   is	   an	  
individual,	  friend	  of	  Andres	  who’ll	  take	  over,	  pay	  off	  the	  bank	  [Larry	  talks	  about	  himself].	  
[He	  will]	  Take	  care	  of	  the	  violations.	  Take	  as	  is	  where	  is.	  He’ll	  take	  over.”	  
“I’m	  not	  sure	  we	  can	  solve	  anything	  about	  the	  foreclosure	  here”,	  says	  Leon.	  
“There	   is	   no	   counter	   [offer	   for	   the	   buy-­‐out]!	   There-­‐is-­‐no-­‐counter!”	   replies	   Larry,	  
detaching	  each	  word.	  
Turning	  to	  Andres,	  Leon	  asks:	  
“This	  is	  what	  you	  wanna	  do?	  No	  counter?”	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“What	  do	  you	  wanna	  do?	  Tell	  me”	  says	  Larry	  to	  Andres.	  “Whatever	  the	  number	  we’re	  
gonna	   come	   to	   they’re	   gonna	   spend	   the	  next	  winter	  negotiating,	   in	   the	  meantime	  he	  
has	  no	  heat	  no	  hot	  water.”	  
“But	  I	  need	  an	  answer	  from	  you”	  says	  Leon	  pointing	  at	  Andres.	  
“No	  [counter	  offer]”	  says	  Andres.	  
“The	  counter	  is	  that	  you	  want	  heat	  and	  hot	  water”,	  says	  Larry.	  
“And	  electricity”,	  adds	  Andres.	  
“No	  counter	  ok.	  Right	   I’ll	   let	  him	  know.	  No	  counter	  on	   the	  buy-­‐out,	  but	  heat	  and	  hot	  
water”	  concludes	  Leon.	  
“Can	  I	  make	  a	  suggestion?”	  asks	  Larry	  to	  Leon.	  “Give	  me	  your	  card.	  What	  do	  you	  think,	  if	  
they	  want	  to	  talk	  numbers	  that	  they	  contact	  me?	  What	  do	  you	  think,	  is	  that	  ok?”	  
“Why	  would	  they	  contact	  you?”	  replies	  Leon.	  “At	  this	  moment	  the	  representation	  of	  Mr.	  
Vargas	  is…”	  
Larry	  does	  not	  let	  Leon	  finish	  his	  sentence.	  
“Then	   leave	   it	   at	   that”,	   says	   Larry.	   “No	   counter,	   because	   it’s	   insulting.	   Let’s	   use	   our	  
numbers.	   [Andres]	   pays	   $145	   a	  week	   in	   rent.	   If	   you	   average	   that	   over	   ten	   years,	   it’s	  
almost	   $70,000,	   without	   proper	   C.	   of	   O.	   [Certificate	   of	   Occupancy,	   which	   gives	   the	  
owner	  the	  legal	  right	  to	  collect	  rent].	  They	  harass	  him.	  They	  threaten	  him.	  No	  heat,	  no	  
hot	  water.	  Right	  now,	  no	  counter	  offer	  leave	  it	  at	  that.”	  
Leon	  leaves	  to	  deliver	  the	  message	  to	  James	  Horowitz.	  Larry	  says	  to	  Andres:	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“You	   see	   today,	   you	   don’t	   want	   to	   be	   perceived	   as	   the	   greedy	  motherfucker.	   That’s	  
what	  I’m	  avoiding	  now.	  Why	  am	  I	  delaying	  it?	  Right	  now,	  I’m	  gonna	  have	  [the	  eviction	  
case]	  dismissed.”	  
“Ok”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“You	  see	  how	  the	  attorney	  is	  so	  different	  now?”	  
“Ok”,	  repeats	  Andres.	  
“You	  got	  to	  understand	  and	  to	  trust	  me	  100%.”	  
“Ok.”	  
“You	  gotta	  understand	   the	  psychology”,	   says	   Larry.	   “Right	  now	   if	   you	  come	  back	  with	  
one	   hundred	   fifty	   [thousand	   dollars	   for	   the	   buy-­‐out],	   what	   are	   you?	   A	   greedy	  
motherfucker,	  correct?”	  
“Yeah,	  yeah,	  ok”	  
“First	  of	  all	  fifteen	  [thousand	  dollars]	  is	  an	  insulting	  number.	  Postpone	  it.	  You’re	  gonna	  
bleed	   them	   financially	   to	  do	   the	   repairs.	  Repairs	  alone	   is	  $10,000.	   If	   you	  counter	   [the	  
buy-­‐out	  offer]	   right	   now	  you’re	   a	   greedy	   cuz	   in	   Leon’s	   eyes	   and	   in	   everybody	  else	   [‘s	  
eyes].	  Legally,	  if	  they’re	  getting	  foreclosed,	  here’s	  what	  I’m	  gonna	  do.”	  
Larry	  takes	  his	  cell	  phone	  from	  his	  pocket	  and	  gives	  a	  phone	  call	  to	  Ricky	  Horros,	  a	  real	  
estate	  broker	  and	  a	  friend	  of	  Larry.	  He	  leaves	  a	  message.	  
“[Rick],	   call	   ____	   bank.	   I	   give	   you	   an	   address	   [Larry	   gives	   the	   address	   where	   Andres	  
lives].	  Tell	  [the	  bank]	  you	  have	  someone	  who	  would	  buy	  the	  loan.	  There	  is	  a	  mortgage	  
left	  with	  350	  [thousand	  dollars].	  Someone	  who	  would	  buy	   it	  as	   is	  where	   is,	  buy	   it	  at	  a	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discount.	   That’s	   between	   you	   and	   I.	   All	   cash,	   no	   nothing.	   Call	   ____	   Bank.	   Do	   it.	   Bye	  
Ricky”	  
Talking	  to	  Andres,	  Larry	  says:	  
“I’m	  not	   gonna	   buy	   anything.	   I’ll	   have	   someone	   else	   buy	   it	   for	  me.	   I’ll	   find	   someone.	  
They’ll	  buy	  it.	  You	  gotta	  have.	  	  When	  you	  go	  to	  the	  bank,	  do	  you	  know	  what	  they	  wanna	  
see?	  They	  wanna	  see	  financial	  statements.	  If	  I	  produce	  the	  financials	  statements	  of	  the	  
Old	  Man	  [i.e.	  Leonard]	  it	  blows	  your	  mind,	  in	  comparison	  to	  the	  amount	  due.”	  
“What	  about	  the	  other	  lawyer?”	  asks	  Andres,	  referring	  to	  James	  Horowitz.	  
“That’s	  all	  right.	  No	  pain,	  no	  gain.	   I	  know	  you’re	  suffering	  emotionally,	  psychologically.	  
No	  heat	  no	  hot	  water.	  And	  the	  fear	  they	  pound	  upon	  you.	  I	  know	  that.	  I’ve	  been	  there.	  
Stay	  strong.	  These	  motherfuckers	  have	  nothing	  on	  you.	  $15000!	  This	  is	  what	  they	  break	  
balls	  for?	  I	  would	  prefer	  to	  see	  you	  walk	  without	  a	  penny	  but	  with	  you	  dignity.	  Even	  if	  
they	  foreclose,	  the	  buyer	  cannot	  evict	  you,	  ok?	  We	  give	  a	  150-­‐200	  [thousand	  dollars]	  for	  
the	  note	  [to	  the	  bank].	  We	  take	  that	  note.	  So,	  basically,	  no	  counter	  claim.	  Now	  you	  have	  
legal	  aid	  you	  don’t	  want	  to	  fuck	  with	  that.	  Heat	  and	  hot	  water	  that	  thing	  alone	  will	  cost	  
$5,000	  they	  don’t	  have	  right	  now.	  And	  they	  want	  to	  give	  $15,000!	  By	  the	  time	  January	  
comes	  they	  will	  have	  spent	  $30,000.	  Who’s	  the	  thief	  here?	  They	  are.”	  
Turning	  to	  me,	  Larry	  says	  
“What	  do	  you	  think?”	  
“That’s	  interesting”,	  I	  reply.	  
Andres	  goes	  to	  talk	  to	  the	  senior	  lawyer	  of	  Defending	  Tenant.	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“You	  see”	  says	  Larry	  to	  me,	  “I	  told	  [Andres]	  to	  tuck	  his	  tassels45	  in	  and	  not	  to	  wear	  his	  
Kippa.	  It’s	  perception.	  Look	  whom	  we’re	  dealing	  with.”	  Larry	  points	  to	  the	  senior	  lawyer	  
who	  is	  non-­‐white.	  “You	  don’t	  want	  to	  be	  seen	  as	  the	  greedy	  Jew”,	  he	  adds.	  
Leon	  comes	  back	  with	  Andres.	  He	  tells	  us	  that	  James	  Horowitz	  said	  they	  will	  not	  do	  any	  
repairs.	  Larry	  explodes	  in	  anger.	  
“Let	  the	  judge	  decide!	  And	  they	  tell	  this	  to	  an	  attorney	  [i.e.	  to	  Leon]!	  And	  [Andres]	  just	  
paid	   the	   [electric]	  bills.	  By	   saying	   they’re	  not	  gonna	  do	  any	   repairs,	   it	   strengthens	  our	  
heart”	  
The	  morning	  finishes	  without	  any	  decision.	  We	  leave	  the	  court	  without	  Leon	  who	  stays	  
for	  another	  case.	  
Larry	  calls	  back	  Ricky	  Horros	  and	  leaves	  a	  second	  message.	  
“Who	  do	  you	  know	  at	  _____	  Bank?	  Listen	  to	  me,	  I	  don’t	  want	  too	  many	  people	  to	  know	  
what	   I’m	  doing	   right	  now.	  There	   is	  a	   legal	   reason	   for	   it.	  The	  building	   is	   in	  Harlem	  and	  
_____	  Bank	  is	  foreclosing	  on	  them.	  I	  want	  to	  buy	  the	  paper	  at	  a	  discount.	  There	  is	  one	  
tenant	   left	   there.	  There’re	  violations	  up	  my	  ass.	  You	  buy	   the	  mortgage	  as	   is	  where	   is.	  
Get	  back	  to	  me	  please.”	  
Larry	  hangs	  up,	  and	  says	  to	  Andres:	  
“You	  see	  Andres,	   I’m	  not	  that	  smart,	  but	   I	  know	  the	  game.	  Either	  you	  trust	  me	  or	  you	  
don’t	  and	  that’s	  your	  choice.	  15000$,	  is	  that	  a	  joke?	  It’s	  not	  even	  my	  cut.	  If	  we	  can	  get	  
that	  property,	  I	  would	  put	  some	  collateral	  myself	  out	  of	  my	  pocket.	  But	  I	  cannot	  do	  it	  by	  
myself.”	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45	  Tassels	  are	  religious	  clothing	  ornaments	  that	  male	  Orthodox	  Jews	  wear.	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“Why?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Because	  my	  name	  cannot	  appear	  anywhere.	  They	  don’t	  have	  to	  know”,	  replies	  Larry.	  
Andres	  finally	  speaks.	  
“Listen,	   I’m	  gonna	  be	  honest	  and	  sincere	  with	  you	   [Larry].	   I’m	  gonna	  tell	  you	   this.	   I’m	  
interested	  in	  a	  buy-­‐out.	  I	  have	  no	  interest	  whatsoever	  in	  owning	  a	  property.	  And	  I	  don’t	  
want	  to	  go	  to	  war	  with	  somebody	  else	  [meaning	  with	  a	  friend	  of	  Larry	  who	  would	  own	  
the	  property].”	  
“You’re	   not”,	   says	   Larry.	   “Who	   you’re	   dealing	   with	   right	   now?	   You	   asked	   me	   to	  
represent	  you	  as	  an	  agent,	  as	  a	  friend,	  as	  a	  power	  of	  attorney.	  You	  gotta	  to	  have	  faith	  
100%”.	  	  
“I	  have	  faith	  100%”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“By	  buying	  the	  note	  we	  are	  in	  a	  better	  position	  to	  negotiate”,	  pleads	  Larry.	  “If	  you	  want	  
to	  stay	  for	  six	  months	  and	  fix	  the	  building	  and	  you	  will	  get	  paid.	  The	  point	  is	  to	  maximize	  
what	  you	  have.	  If	  you’re	  too	  nervous,	  [if]	  you’re	  too	  shaky,	  if	  you	  don’t	  want	  a	  fight	  I’m	  
the	  last	  guy	  you	  want	  to	  be	  with.”	  
“I’m	  not	  telling	  you	  I	  don’t	  want	  the	  fight,	  I’m	  just	  telling	  you	  that	  all	  I	  want	  is	  buy-­‐out”,	  
replies	  Andres.	  
“At	  the	  minimum	  you	  should	  be	  able	  to	  get	  a	  hundred	  thousand	  [dollars]”,	  says	  Larry.	  
“All	  I’m	  saying	  is	  that	  I	  don’t	  want	  to	  continue	  of	  battering	  and	  battering.	  All	  I	  want	  is	  a	  
buy-­‐out.	  They	  go	  their	  way.	  I	  go	  my	  way.	  And	  I’ll	  never	  hear	  their	  name	  again.”	  
“It’s	  not	  gonna	  happen”	  says	  Larry.	  “You	  wanna	  know	  why?”	  	  
“Yeah”	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“Look	  at	  the	  way	  they	  behave”,	  says	  Larry.	  
There	  is	  a	  silence.	  After	  a	  pause,	  the	  tone	  is	  resigned,	  Andres	  says	  to	  Larry:	  
“You	  know	  what?	  Do	  whatever	  you	  wanna	  do.”	  
“Your	  job	  is	  to	  sit	  back	  and	  let	  someone	  else	  drive”,	  says	  Larry.	  “You	  sit	  back	  and	  let	  me	  
do	  my	  work.”	  
“I	  am.	  I	  never	  said	  I	  was	  scared	  to	  fight,	  I	  never”,	  says	  Andre.	  
“You’re	  afraid	  of	  the	  unsown.	  From	  the	  bottom,	  where	  can	  you	  go?	  Up!”	  
“Larry,	  Larry.	  Let	  me	  stop	  you	  for	  a	  second”	  says	  Andres.	  “I	  have	  been	  very	  fortunate	  in	  
my	  life	  that	  I	  could	  learn	  stuff	  from	  people	  that	  you	  cannot	  learn	  from	  school.	  I	  respect	  
you	   as	   a	   man.	   I	   think	   you’re	   a	   wonderful	   individual.	   You	   have	   no	   idea	   how	   much	   I	  
appreciate	  that	  you	  are	  next	  to	  my	  side	  up	  there.	  [But]	  Let	  me	  just	  say	  this.	  All	  I	  want	  is	  a	  
buy-­‐out.	  After	  that,	   if	  you	  want	  to	  buy	  the	  house	  and	  paint	   it	   in	  pink,	   I	  will	  paint	   it	  for	  
you,	  for	  free.	  This	  is	  not	  a	  problem.	  I’m	  a	  wise	  man	  too.	  I	  know	  what	  I’m	  doing	  too.	  I’ve	  
also	  been	  a	  lot	  in	  those	  neighborhoods.”	  
“My	  problem	  when	   I	   got	   through	  my	  divorce”,	   says	   Larry,	   “is	   that	   I	   needed	   someone	  
else,	  because	  I	  was	  getting	  too	  emotional.”	  
“No,	  no,	   I’m	  not	  emotional.	   I	  know	  exactly	  what	   I’m	  doing”,	  says	  Andres.	  “That’s	  what	  
you	  may	  not	  know,	  is	  that	  I	  know	  exactly	  what	  I’m	  doing.”	  
“I	   think	   I’m	   gonna	   stop”	   says	   Larry.	   “Because	   you	   have	   doubts.	   To	   come	   to	   you	  with	  
$15,000,	  believe	  me	  or	  not	   [it	  means]	  you’ve	  got	   them	  [the	  owners]	  by	   the	  balls.	  You	  
have	  no	  idea.	  You	  want	  to	  hurry	  things	  up,	  but	  you	  have	  no	  idea	  the	  leverage	  you	  just	  
got.”	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“But	  you’re	  talking	  about	  buying	  the	  property”,	  defends	  Andres.	  	  
“I’m	  giving	  you	   twenty	  steps	  ahead	  of	  what	  we’re	  gonna	  do.	  You	  and	   I	  know	  that	   the	  
property	  is	  worth	  a	  lot	  more	  than	  what	  people	  give	  credit.	  As	  a	  matter	  of	  consciousness	  
I	  can	  almost	  guarantee	  you	  $100,000,	  no	  matter	  what,	  at	  a	  minimum.	  Because	  I	  know	  
values.	  Whether	   I	  buy	   it,	  or	   someone	  else,	  or	   I	  have	   the	  old	  man	   [Leonard]	  buys	   it,	   it	  
doesn’t	   matter.	   The	   idea	   is	   to	   build	   more	   leverage.	   You	   see	   the	   bag	   pack,	   you	   put	  
another	   ten	  pounds	  you	  can	  carry	   it,	  another	   twenty	  pounds	  you	  still	   can	  do	   it,	  but	   it	  
becomes	  heavy.	  What	  am	  I	  doing?	   I’m	  loading	  weight.	  Right	  now	  they	  [the	  owners]’re	  
arrogant.	  What	  I	  do	  for	  you	  is	  that	  I	  marshal	  all	  the	  resources	  necessary	  to	  get	  the	  job	  
done.	  And	  that’s	  what	  I	  do	  best.	  Rabbi	  Cohen	  knows	  that.”	  
“No	  one	  is	  doubting	  your	  power.	  No	  one	  is	  doubting	  your	  knowledge”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“If	  they	  have	  to	  go	  to	  HP	  [court	  for	  complaints	  about	  repairs	  and	  maintenance],	  they	  will	  
have	  judge	  __X__.	  She	  hates	  landlords	  something	  fierce.	  I’ve	  been	  in	  front	  of	  her.	  I	  lost	  
my	   cases	   with	   prejudice.	   I	   lost	   three	  months	   of	   rent.	   You’re	   learning	   for	   all	   my	   past	  
negative	  experiences.”	  
“I	  never	  said	  you	  didn’t	  know	  what	  you	  were	  doing”	  defends	  Andres,	  “but	  to	  me,	  unless	  
I’m	  buying	  the	  property,	  I	  have	  no	  interest	  in	  that	  property	  at	  all,	  ok?	  If	  your	  people	  [buy	  
the	  property]	  and	  I’m	  still	  there…”	  
“You’re	  gonna	  get	  100-­‐150	  [thousand	  dollars].	  It’s	  just	  that	  simple”,	  says	  Larry.	  
“When	   can	   I	   get	   the	   100-­‐150	   [thousand	   dollars]?”	   asks	   Andres,	   “Once	   this	   case	   gets	  
dismissed?”	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“No,	  no”,	  replies	  Larry.	  “You	  gotta	  understand	  the	  psychology.	  You’re	  too	  naïve.	  I	  have	  
negotiated	  deals	  it	  took	  me	  two	  years	  to	  negotiate.	  One	  was	  for	  a	  charter	  school,	  before	  
charter	   schools	   became	   fashionable.	   It	   took	  me	   three	   years	   to	   close	  on	   a	  deal.	   Three	  
years!	  What	  do	  you	   think?	  These	  guys	  hate	  you!	  You	   think	   these	  guys	  are	  gonna	  give	  
you	  what	   you	  want?	   […]	   Right	   now	   you’re	   in	   a	   fucking	   throne.	   But	   I‘m	   afraid	   you’re	  
gonna	  cave	  in,	  you’re	  gonna	  fold.	  They’re	  gonna	  put	  pressure	  on	  you	  like	  you	  have	  no	  
idea.	   You	   see	   when	   bullying	   doesn’t	   work	   what	   do	   you	   go	   back	   to?	   When	   you	   put	  
vinegar	  and	  coffee	  what	  do	  you	  do?	  You	  throw	  it	  away	  and	  you	  use	  sugar	  and	  coffee.	  
They’re	  gonna	  use	  sweetness	  on	  you.”	  
“It	   doesn’t	   matter	   Larry.	   You’re	   the	   one	   handling	   this,	   I’m	   not.	   […]	   You	   still	   don’t	  
understand.	  	  I’m	  innocent	  as	  a	  dove,	  I’m	  wise	  as	  a	  serpent.	  Com’on	  Larry!”	  
The	  relationship	  between	  the	  two	  men	  is	  rescued	  in	  extremis.	  However,	  the	  news	  that	  
Larry	   is	   interested	   in	   buying	   the	   property,	   through	   a	   third	   party	  worries	  Andres.	   That	  
same	  morning,	  when	  Andres	  and	  I	  are	  alone	  in	  the	  subway,	  Andres	  tells	  me:	  
“We	  never	   talked	  about	   [Larry]	  buying	   the	  house.	  Because,	   if	  he’s	  buying	   the	  house,	   I	  
have	   to	   go	   through	  all	   this	   bullshit	   [of	   negotiating	   a	  buy-­‐out	  with	   the	  owner]	   all	   over	  
again”	  
“Why	  do	  you	  say	  that?”	  I	  ask.	  
“I	  don’t	  know	  his	  friends.	   I	  know	  Larry	  but	   I	  don’t	  know	  his	  friends.	   I	  have	  the	  right	  to	  
feel	  that	  way.	  I	  would	  be	  stupid	  not	  too.	  I	  don’t	  trust	  them.	  I	  don’t	  know	  what	  they’re	  
capable	  of	  doing”	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Andres	   is	   attached	   to	   Larry	  because	  he	   is	   powerful	   and	  benevolent	   toward	  him.	  Now	  
that	  Andres	  sees	  Larry	  as	  someone	  with	  a	  different	  agenda	  than	  his,	  therefore	  as	  much	  
less	  benevolent	  than	  Andres	  thought	  Larry	  was,	  Larry’s	  power	  and	  connections	  become	  
threatening.	  	  Andres	  starts	  to	  dread	  Larry.	  
“Do	  you	  know	  someone”,	   I	  ask,	  “whom	  you	  trust	  and	  that	  has	   that	  kind	  of	  money	   [to	  
help	  you	  buying	  the	  house]?”	  
“If	  I	  wanted	  to	  buy	  the	  property,	  I	  would	  go	  to	  Roberto	  [a	  building	  owner	  in	  Washington	  
heights	  and	  a	   friend	  of	  Andres]	  or	   to	  “10-­‐10”	   [a	   loan	  shark].	   I	   can	  get	  $200,000	   [from	  
them].”	  
After	  a	  pause,	  Andres	  adds:	  
“Actually,	  my	  father	  works	  for	  ____	  Bank.	  He	  can	  tell	  you	  that	  nobody	  will	  sell	  [to	  Larry	  
the	  note]	  for	  $200,000.	  Everybody	  is	  dreaming!	  Everybody	  is	  dreaming!	  They	  know	  how	  
much	  that	  property	  worth.	  They	  already	  estimated	  it.	  Like	  my	  father	  says,	  ‘if	  there	  is	  a	  
scam	   I	  will	   know,	   I	  will	   feel	   it.	   I	  will	   see	   it	   in	   the	   computer	   and	   somebody	   is	   going	   to	  
jail’.”	  
Here	   Andres	   develops	   a	   new	   understanding	   of	   the	   situation	   that	   will	   be	   highly	  
consequential.	  The	  attitude	  of	  Larry	   is	   seen	   irrational.	  The	  hope	  of	  buying	   the	  note	   to	  
the	  bank,	  on	  a	  property	   that	   is	  worth	   close	   to	  $2	  million	  at	  a	  discounted	  price	   seems	  
implausible	   to	  Andres	   and	  his	   father,	   a	   loan	  officer	   at	   a	  bank	   in	  California.	   Therefore,	  
Andres	  has	  to	  reevaluate	  his	  understanding	  of	  his	  relationship	  with	  Larry.	  	  
Whom	  is	  Larry	  really	  working	  for?	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CONFUSION	  ON	  THE	  ROLE-­‐STRUCTURE	  OF	  THE	  STRUGGLE	  
Andres’	   doubts	   about	   Larry’s	   loyalty	   towards	   him	   are	   concomitant	   of	   a	   larger	   re-­‐
assessment	  of	  the	  forces	  at	  play	  in	  the	  situation.	  	  
Overlooked	   so	   far	   by	   Andres,	   is	   the	   fact	   that	   if	   the	   owners	   of	   the	   house	   are	   a	   black	  
family,	   the	   lawyer	   and	   the	   property	  manager,	   are	   white	   and	   Jewish,	   like	   Andres	   and	  
Larry.	  And	  for	  them	  the	  case	  is	  a	  burden	  and	  does	  not	  go	  well,	  according	  to	  Andres.	   It	  
does	  not	  go	  forward	  toward	  a	  quick	  resolution.	  What	  does	  it	  mean	  about	  the	  loyalty	  of	  
the	  manager	  and	  the	  lawyer	  to	  the	  owners?	  Are	  Mitchell	  Steinberg	  and	  James	  Horowitz	  
really	  working	  in	  the	  interests	  of	  the	  Wallaces?	  These	  are	  the	  questions	  that	  Andres	  now	  
asks	  himself.	  
“There’re	  a	  lot	  stuff	  you	  don’t	  know	  why	  I’m	  doing	  what	  I’m	  doing”,	  says	  Andres	  to	  me,	  
while	  we	  are	  walking	  back	  to	  my	  place	  after	  a	  day	  of	  work	  at	  3030.	  	  
He	  adds,	  	  
“You	  don’t	  ask	  enough	  questions.	  Sometimes	  you	  have	  to	  be	  like	  Larry,	  you	  have	  to	  be	  
fucked	   up	   in	   the	   way	   you	   ask	   questions.	   Let	   me	   tell	   you	   why	   I’m	   angry	   with	   the	  
Wallaces.	  Did	  you	  know	  they	  are	  anti-­‐Jews?	  I	  know	  this,	  because	  I	  know	  them.	   I	  know	  
how	  they	  feel	  about	  the	  Jewish	  community,	  ok?	  You	  know	  that	  the	  building	  on	  the	  next	  
street	  from	  my	  place	  is	  one	  of	  the	  oldest	  Jewish	  Temple	  in	  the	  United	  States.”	  	  
“Ok”	  I	  say,	  barely	  listening.	  
“It	  is	  very	  interesting	  that	  they	  don’t	  like	  the	  Jews,	  but	  they	  hire	  a	  Jewish	  lawyer	  [James	  
Horowitz].”	  
“You	  would	  prefer	  they	  were	  straight	  up	  anti-­‐Semitic?”	  I	  ask.	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“They	  have	  said	  real	  bad	  things”,	  replies	  Andres.	  
“Ok	   but	   the	   fact	   they	   have	   a	   Jewish	   lawyer,	   what	   does	   it	   mean?”	   I	   ask	   taking	  more	  
interest	  in	  the	  conversation.	  
“I	  think	  it’s	  a	  real	  joke”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“You	  find	  it	  hypocritical?”	  I	  ask.	  	  
“Yeah,	  hypocritical.	  If	  I	  don’t	  like	  the	  French	  I	  wouldn’t	  go	  to	  a	  French	  lawyer.	  You	  have	  
to	  be	  truthful	  about	  how	  you	  feel	  about	  yourselves”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“But	  if	  the	  only	  good	  lawyers	  are	  Jewish,	  what	  would	  you	  do?”	  I	  ask.	  
“But	  Erin	  is	  a	  good	  lawyer,	  and	  she	  is	  not	  Jewish”,	  replies	  Andre.	  “She	  is	  not	  Jewish	  but	  
she	  is	  very	  smart,	  man.”	  
“Yeah	  sure	  but	  it’s	  not	  really	  what	  I	  was	  thinking.	  Hypothetically,	  if	  [the	  Wallaces]	  think	  
the	  only	  good	  lawyers	  are	  Jewish?”	  
“You’re	  still	  missing	  the	  point”,	  says	  Andres	  wit	  impatience.	  
“Ok,	  tell	  me	  what’s	  the	  point?”	  I	  say	  losing	  patience	  as	  well.	  
“He	   [James	   Horowitz]	   knows	   what	   he	   has	   to	   do”,	   says	   Andres	   with	   the	   utmost	  
seriousness.	  
“What	  do	  you	  mean?”	  I	  ask.	  
“He	  has	  to	  do	  what	  is	  right”,	  replies	  Andres.	  
“But	  he	  may	  think	  what	  he	  does	  is	  right.	  He’s	  trying	  to	  make	  money.	  Maybe	  he	  doesn’t	  
have	  any	  remorse”,	  I	  suggest.	  
“He	  has	  remorse”,	  asserts	  Andres.	  	  
“Why?”	  I	  say.	  “I	  think	  you	  over-­‐estimate	  the	  solidarity	  between	  Jews”,	  I	  offer.	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“The	  solidarity	  between	  Jews,	  never.	  There	  is	  no	  solidarity	  between	  Jews.”	  
“Yeah!”	  I	  say,	  surprised	  but	  content	  that	  Andres	  agrees	  with	  me.	  
“They	  [the	  Jews]	  work	  together”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“It’s	  precisely	  what	  solidarity	  means!”	  I	  say.	  “You	  think	  [James	  Horowitz]	  works	  for	  you?	  
But,	  why?	  Because	  he’s	  Jewish?”	  	  
“Because	  we’re	  all	  Jewish”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“I	  think	  on	  this	  issue,	  this	  particular	  lawyer,	  this	  guy	  is	  not	  working	  for	  you.	  If	  he	  can	  fuck	  
you,	  he	  will	  do	  it.	  He’s	  just	  not	  doing	  a	  very	  good	  job	  at	  it”,	  I	  say.	  
“Do	   you	   think	   the	   guy	   is	   helping	   the	   [Wallace]	   family	   a	   lot?	  Do	   you	   think	   the	   guys	   is	  
helping	  the	  family?”	  asks	  Andres.	  
“Yeah!”	  	  
“Ok”,	  says	  Andres,	  resigned.	  
Andres	  cannot	  stabilize	  his	  understanding	  of	   the	   forces	  at	  play	   in	  his	   struggle	   to	  get	  a	  
buy-­‐out.	  Any	  change	  in	  the	  situation,	  any	  small	  victory	  or	  defeat	  in	  court	  is	  seen	  as	  the	  
product	  of	  a	  hidden	  forces,	  hidden	  agendas,	  clandestine	  alliances	  that	  Andres	  feels	  he	  
may	  be	  missing.	  
	  
	  
SPRING	  2011-­‐SUMMER	  2011:	  SO	  CLOSE	  TO	  SUCCESS	  	  
In	  the	  next	  months,	  the	  case	  continues,	  with	  its	  many	  court	  appearances,	  phone	  calls	  to	  
HPD	  (#311)	  to	  complaint	  about	  the	  absence	  of	  heat	  and	  hot	  water	  the	  exposed	  electric	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wires.	   	   Nothing	  much	   happens	   in	   the	   first	  months	   of	   Spring	   2011.	   But	   in	   late	   Spring	  
2011,	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  strikes	  a	  major	  victory.	  	  
To	   put	   more	   pressure	   on	   the	   other	   side,	   Larry	   has	   decided	   with	   Erin	   and	   Andres	   to	  
“repopulate	   the	  building”.	  What	  Larry	  means	   is	   to	  add	  official	   tenants	   to	   the	  building.	  
Because	  no	  tenant	  has	  been	  given	  a	  lease	  (including	  Andres),	  the	  legal	  presumption	  of	  
being	  tenant	  is	  based	  on	  whether	  an	  individual	  receives	  mail	  at	  the	  address	  or	  whether	  
an	   individual	   has	   paid	   utility	   bills.	   It	   happens	   that	  Nicholas	   has	   paid	   an	   electric	   bill	   in	  
2010.	  Based	  on	  that,	  Nicholas	  has	  been	  recognized	  as	  an	  official	  tenant	  of	  the	  building	  
by	  the	  court.	  Because	  Nicholas	  was	  often	  sleeping	  in	  one	  of	  spare	  room	  of	  the	  building,	  
it	  justifies	  for	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  the	  strategy.	  
The	  expectation	  of	  Larry,	  Andres	  and	  Erin	  is	  that	  the	  other	  side	  will	  understand	  implicitly	  
that	  if	  serious	  negotiations	  do	  not	  happen	  soon	  between	  the	  parties,	  the	  clique	  will	  add	  
more	   tenants	   to	   the	   building,	   putting	   a	   definitive	   end	   to	   the	   dreams	   of	   Mitchell	  
Steinberg	  and	  James	  Horowitz	  to	  benefit	  from	  the	  gentrification	  in	  Harlem.	  Indeed,	  Larry	  
has	  asked	  Andres	  to	   line	  up	  potential	  candidates	  who	  would	   like	  to	   live	  for	  free	   in	  the	  
building.	  Andres	  tells	  me	  he	  has	  found	  one	  woman	  who	  would	  be	  ready	  for	  it.	  
The	   reaction	   of	   the	   other	   side	   to	   this	   event	   is	   the	   one	   expected	   by	   the	   clique.	  
Negotiation	   starts.	   But	   they	   are	   not	   negotiations	   about	   Andres’	   buy-­‐out	   but	   about	  
selling	   the	   building.	   With	   the	   financial	   support	   of	   Leonard	   and	   Sir	   Kevin,	   two	   core	  
members	  of	  the	  clique,	  Larry	  comes	  to	  an	  informal	  agreement	  with	  the	  other	  side	  at	  a	  
price	  about	  $850,000	  for	  the	  property,	  with	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  as	  official	  tenants	  and	  
a	  pending	  mortgage	  of	  about	  $350,000.	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I	  do	  not	  know	  how	  Larry	  has	  been	  able	   to	   tame,	  at	   least	   temporarily,	   the	  anxieties	  of	  
Andres	  about	  such	  situation.	  But	  he	  did	  it.	  
However,	  during	  the	  very	  last	  round	  of	  negotiations,	  Erin	  makes	  a	  mistake.	  She	  sends	  an	  
e-­‐mail	   to	   James	  Horowitz	  and	  Mitchell	  Steinberg	  saying	   that	   if	   they	  do	  not	  accept	   the	  
conditions	   offered	   by	   Larry	   and	   her,	   they	   would	   “repopulate	   the	   building	   with	   other	  
tenants”.	  	  
The	  clique’s	   strategy	  of	  putting	  more	  pressure	  by	   threatening	   to	   repopulate	  can	  work	  
only	  if	  it	  stayed	  covered.	  With	  Erin’s	  e-­‐mail,	  what	  needs	  to	  remain	  implicit	  has	  become	  
explicit.	  The	  clique	  finds	  itself	  in	  an	  extremely	  weak	  position.	  The	  scam	  reveals	  itself	  as	  
such,	  putting	  an	  end	  to	  its	  very	  efficacy	  (Goffman	  1952;	  Grazian	  2008)	  and	  Larry	  and	  Erin	  
are	  forced	  to	  quit	  the	  negotiations.	  	  
Larry	  blames	  Erin’s	  mistake	  on	  both	  her	  drug	  addiction	  and	  her	   resentment	   for	  being	  
not	  in	  charge	  of	  the	  negotiation	  of	  the	  deal.	  For	  Larry,	  Erin	  never	  accepted	  the	  fact	  that	  
she,	  a	  lawyer,	  would	  have	  to	  take	  order	  form	  him,	  who	  only	  graduated	  from	  high	  school.	  
What	  Larry	  points	  to,	  here,	  in	  psychological	  terms,	  is	  the	  difficulty	  of	  the	  clique	  to	  fully	  
redefine	  professional	  identities.	  The	  clique	  asks	  Erin	  and	  Marie,	  to	  act	  as	  lawyer	  and	  as	  
member	  of	  the	  clique	  at	  once.	  These	  two	  economic	  roles	  and	  the	  associated	  identities	  
often	   stand	   in	   contradiction,	   leading	   to	   uncontrolled	   gestures,	   with	   negative	  
consequences	  for	  the	  clique.	  	  
	  
	  
	   235	  
FALL	  2011-­‐SUMMER	  2012	  –	  THINGS	  FALL	  APART	  
A	  month	   later,	   early	   Fall	   2011,	   the	   property	   is	   sold	   to	   a	   couple,	   whose	   husband	   is	   a	  
professional	   real	  estate	  developer.	  The	  price	   is	  similar	   to	   the	  one	  negotiated	  by	  Larry.	  
Mitchell	   Steinberg	   and	   James	   Horowitz,	   exits	   officially	   the	   scene.	   (But	   there	   is	   an	  
understanding	  from	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  that	  the	  two	  men	  advise	  the	  new	  owner,	  and	  that	  
the	  transaction	  was	  a	  way	  to	  eliminate	   the	  Wallace	   family,	  while	  bringing	  new	  money	  
and	  competences	  to	  a	  complex	  case).	  
The	   new	   ownership	   of	   the	   property	   triggers	   three	   series	   of	   events	   and	   realignments	  
from	   fall	   2011	   to	   summer	   2012,	   one	   concerning	   Nicholas,	   one	   related	   to	   Erin’s	  
membership	  to	  the	  clique	  and	  one	  regarding	  Andres	  and	  Larry’s	  relationship.	  
NICHOLAS	  GIVES	  UP	  
First,	   the	   new	   owner	   starts	   a	   fierce	   battle	   against	   Nicholas.	   One	   day,	   in	   fall	   2011,	  
Nicholas	  calls	  me	   in	  panic	  saying	  the	  FBI	   is	   looking	  for	  us	  and	  for	  what	   is	  going	  on	  the	  
building.	  He	  says	  he	  does	  not	  want	  to	  have	  anything	  to	  do	  with	  “your”	  business.	  He	  does	  
not	   want	   to	   be	   part	   of	   it	   anymore.	   He	   hangs	   up,	   before	   I	   could	   ask	   questions.	   I	  
immediately	  call	  Larry	  to	  tell	  him	  I	  have	  received	  the	  strangest	  phone	  call	  from	  Nicholas.	  
Larry	  laughs	  at	  the	  FBI	  story	  and	  says	  it	  is	  a	  technique	  to	  scare	  Nicholas.	  Larry	  thinks,	  the	  
owner	  has	  hired	  some	  people	  to	  pretend	  they	  are	  from	  the	  FBI.	  FBI	  would	  have	  never	  
any	  interest	  in	  the	  Harlem	  Deal,	  says	  Larry	  to	  reassure	  me.	  
But	   the	   pressure	   on	   Nicholas	   intensifies.	   The	   owner	   sends	   insulting	   and	   racist	   text	  
messages	  to	  Nicholas.	  He	  showed	  them	  to	  me.	  He	  also	  says	  the	  owner	  called	  Nicholas	  a	  
“nigger”	  when	  he	  was	  riding	  a	  bike	  to	  work.	  Above	  all,	  one	  day	  of	  Spring	  2012,	  Nicholas	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is	  arrested	  by	  a	  police	  officer,	   for	  trespassing	  private	  property	  –	  meaning	  entering	  the	  
building	   in	  which	  he	  now	  officially	   lives.	  Nicholas	   is	   brought	   to	   the	  police	   station	   and	  
spends	  a	  night	  in	  jail.	  The	  next	  days	  he	  is	  free.	  It	  is	  tremendous	  shock	  for	  Nicholas	  and	  
Andres,	  while	   Larry	   is	   less	   impressed,	   yet	  he	   is	   puzzled.	  Who	  are	   the	  people	   they	  are	  
dealing	  with?	  How	  come	   the	   cops	   can	   reverse	   the	  decision	  of	   the	   judge?	  What	   is	   the	  
relationship	  between	  the	  owners	  and	  the	  cops?	  
Andres,	  Nicholas	  and	  Larry	  conclude	  that	  the	  owner	  has	  paid	  the	  cops	  to	  arrest	  Nicholas.	  
During	  my	  fieldwork,	  Larry	  has	  always	  asserted	  that	  many	  cops	  are	  corrupted.	  Each	  time	  
Larry	  and	  I	  pass	  by	  a	  police	  station,	  he	  says	  “they’re	  so	  corrupted,	  it	  is	  not	  even	  funny”.	  
He	  uses	  a	  litany	  of	  public	  cases	  that	  were	  published	  in	  the	  New	  York	  Post	  and	  the	  Daily	  
News.	   He	   also	   refers	   to	   Ron,	   a	   retired	   cop	   with	   whom	   Larry	   was	   friend	   before	   Ron	  
passed	   away,	   a	   few	  months	   after	   I	   started	  my	   fieldwork.	   Ron	  was	   clean	  but	   he	   knew	  
stories.	  For	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas	  the	  key	  fact	  that	  anchors	  their	  conviction	  that	  the	  cops	  
were	  paid	  off	   is	   that	   the	  police	  officer	  who	  arrested	  Nicholas	  never	  gave	  him	  back	  his	  
identification	  card.	  
Larry,	  Nicholas	  and	  Andres	  decide	  to	  use	  Caleb,	  the	  criminal	   lawyer,	  a	  new	  member	  of	  
the	  clique,	   to	  sue	  the	  police	   for	   false	  arrest,	  while	   Jocelyn,	  a	  West	   Indian	   lawyer,	   take	  
charge	  of	   the	  case	  of	  Nicholas	  against	   the	  property	  owners	   for	  harassment.	  However,	  
the	  two	  cases	  fall	  apart	  –	  Nicholas	  is	  now	  scared	  of	  the	  other	  side,	  disappears	  for	  a	  few	  
weeks	  when	   court	   dates	   approaches.	  He	   cannot	   be	   joined	   on	   the	   phone	  most	   of	   the	  
time.	   Andres	   finds	   him	   at	   night	   next	   to	   his	  work,	  waiting	   for	   his	   shift.	   He	   lives	   in	   the	  
subway	  for	  three	  weeks,	  and	  takes	  shower	  at	  work.	  Nicholas	  does	  not	  want	  to	  live	  in	  the	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rooming	  house	  and	  he	  does	  not	  want	  to	  see	  Andres	  or	  Larry	  anymore.	  He	  spends	  a	  few	  
nights	   at	   his	  mother’s	   place	   in	   the	  Bronx.	   She	   refuses	   to	   tell	   Andres,	   Larry	   or	   Jocelyn	  
where	  Nicholas	  is.	  Nicholas	  also	  spends	  time	  in	  an	  institution	  for	  several	  weeks,	  twice.	  	  
One	  afternoon,	   Jocelyn	  explains	  me	  that	  when	  harassment	  works	  well,	   it	   is	  difficult	   to	  
mount	  a	  case	  because	  the	  plaintiff	   is	  scared	  and	  wants	  to	  move	  on.	  Jocelyn	  needs	  the	  
collaboration	  and	  willingness	  of	  the	  plaintiff	  to	  assert	  his	  rights	  not	  to	  be	  harassed	  and	  
to	  dwell	   on	   the	   issue.	   It	   requires	   a	   faith	   in	   the	   legal	   system	  and	  a	   sense	  of	   a	   secured	  
position	  that	  Nicholas	  is	  missing	  at	  the	  time.	  Jocelyn	  is	  pessimistic	  about	  the	  chances	  to	  
achieve	  anything.	  	  
In	   the	  meantime,	  Andres	   is	   finding	  new	  hopes	   in	  Nicholas’	  dire	   situation.	  The	   trial	   for	  
false	  arrest	  can	  yield	  ten	  million	  dollars	  to	  Nicholas,	  Andres	  tells	  me.	  Caleb	  will	  get	  30%	  
of	  the	  settlement,	  and	  because	  of	  their	  relationship,	  Nicholas	  will	  give	  Andres	  half	  of	  the	  
remaining	   millions.	   This	   is	   when	   Andres	   reveals	   to	   me	   that	   behind	   their	   hierarchical	  
relationship,	   Nicholas	  was	   giving	   to	   Andres	   part	   of	   the	   income	   he	  was	  making	   at	   the	  
hospital.	  They	  pool	  resources,	  but	  Andres	  has	  been	  hiding	  this	  fact	  from	  me	  for	  years46.	  
Andres	   has	   now	   great	   interest	   in	   Nicholas	   showing	   up	   to	   court.	   As	   a	   consequence	  
Andres	  tracks	  down	  Nicholas	  at	  work,	  phones	  constantly	  his	  mother	  with	  different	  cell	  
phones,	   leaves	  countless	  messages	  on	  Nicholas’	  cell	  phone.	  Andres	   is	  able	  to	  maintain	  
an	  irregular	  contact	  with	  Nicholas	  throughout	  the	  months	  of	  spring	  and	  summer	  2012.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46	   In	   fact,	  Andres	  was	  giving	  me	   indications	   that	   the	   relation	  between	   the	   two	  men	  was	  more	  balanced	   than	  what	  
they	   show	   off.	   Early	   in	  my	   fieldwork	  with	   Andres	   and	   Nicolas,	   Andres	   told	  me	   “Let	  me	   tell	   you	   something	   about	  
Nicholas.	   You	   see	   Nicholas,	   by	   no	  means	   don’t	  make	   any	  mistake,	   he	  makes	  more	  money	   than	  me	   and	   you.	   You	  
should	  tell	  him	  go	  buy	  that	  fucking	  book	  [American	  Apartheid	  which	  I	  gave	  to	  Nicholas].	  You	  know	  what?	  You	  wanna	  
know	  something?	  This	  fucking	  guy	  [Nicholas]	  he	  doesn’t	  spend	  a	  penny	  because	  all	  day	  long,	  he’s	  with	  me,	  so	  he	  gets	  
orange	  juice,	  diapers,	  whatever	  he	  needs,	  he	  gets	  it,	  ok?	  All	  right?	  I	  only	  wish	  I	  was	  in	  his	  shoes.”	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In	   summer	  2012,	  Andres	   calls	  me	   to	   tell	  me	   that	   Jocelyn	  has	  negotiated	  a	   settlement	  
with	  the	  property	  owner.	  Nicholas	  has	  received	  $10,000.	  Andres	  tells	  me	  that	  Nicholas	  
has	  given	  the	  money	  to	  a	  homeless	  man	  he	  knew.	  For	  Andres	  it	   is	  a	  sign	  that	  Nicholas	  
has	  become	  unreliable,	  whereas	  he	  has	  been	  so	  “lucky”	  to	  get	  falsely	  arrested.	  I	  do	  not	  
evoke	   the	   possibility,	   consistent	   with	   Nicolas’	   behavior,	   that	   Nicholas	   plays	   dumb	   or	  
weirdo	  when	  he	  wants	  Andres	  off	  his	  back.	  Andres	  believes	  that	  Nicholas	  is	  capable	  of	  
giving	  $10,000	  to	  a	  homeless	  man	  (and	  maybe	  Nicholas	  did)	  –	  but	  Andres	  is	  not	  aware	  
that	  this	  very	  belief	  offers	  to	  Nicholas	  an	  interactive	  technique	  that	  he	  can	  use	  to	  create	  
distance	  and	  severe	  burdening	  ties	  with	  Andres.	  
ERIN	  IS	  CUT	  OFF	  FROM	  THE	  CLIQUE	  
After	  her	  mistake,	  Larry	  dismisses	  Erin	  of	  all	   the	  business	  of	   the	  clique	  she	   is	   involved	  
with.	  It	  means	  that	  pretty	  much	  all	  of	  her	  clients	  disappear	  at	  once,	  especially	  Leonard,	  
Miss	  Jean,	  and	  Sir	  Kevin	  who	  were	  providing	  her	  with	  most	  of	  her	  work,	  through	  Larry.	  
In	  less	  than	  a	  year	  she	  is	  forced	  to	  move	  out	  of	  her	  apartment,	  to	  move	  in	  with	  someone	  
else,	  and	  she	  needs	  to	  abandons	  her	  office.	  
At	  the	  end	  of	  summer	  2012,	  I	  have	  the	  following	  conversation	  with	  Larry	  about	  Erin.	  
“I	  took	  Erin	  to	  the	  grievance	  committee”,	  Larry	  says.	  
“What	  grievance	  committee?	  For	  lawyers?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Yeah,	  when	  you	  have	  complaints	  about	  a	  lawyer,	  it	   is	  the	  grievance	  committee	  at	  the	  
Supreme	  Court	   level,	   the	   State	   Supreme	  Court.	   I	   did	   a	   police	   report	   on	  her	   for	   credit	  
card	  fraud.”	  
“I	  thought	  you	  were	  on	  your	  way	  to	  reconciliation”,	  I	  say.	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“Na.	  I	  will	  never	  reconcile	  with	  her.	  Listen	  to	  her	  voice.”	  	  
Larry	  makes	  me	  listen	  to	  the	  voice	  message	  Erin	  left	  on	  his	  cell	  phone.	  
“Hey	  fat	  boy,	  how	  are	  you?	  Listen	  don’t	  play	  with	  me.	  Because	  you	  know	  what	  you	  did.	  
You	  and	  you’re	  non-­‐Jewish	  friend,	  Andres.	  Don’t	  play	  with	  me.	  I	  know	  I	  offered	  to	  pay	  
that	  money	  but	  you	  promised	  me	  you’d	  pay	  that	  money	  every	  month.	  Remember?	  You	  
remember	   that?	  Ok,	   for	  prosperity	  purposes,	  when	  you’ll	   submit	   this	  you’ll	   recall	   that	  
you	  promised	  to	  pay	  for	  all	  of	  this.	  And	  you’re	  paying	  it	  and	  I’m	  delighted.	  So…	  have	  a	  
crappy	  weekend…	  Which	  you	  do	  every	  weekend,	  because	  you	  live	  a	  moral	  lousy	  life.	  […]	  
If	   I	   hear	   from	   you	   again,	   through	   a	   detective,	   or	   anyone	   else,	   you’ll	   deal	   with	   my	  
counselor.	  I’m	  done	  with	  you.	  Go	  away,	  all	  right?	  Go-­‐away.	  Bye	  Larry,	  bye	  fat	  boy.”	  
“Listen	   I’m	   the	  ultimate	  player.	   I’m	  playing	   the	  game.	   I	  made	  a	   complaint	   against	  her	  
bounced	  checks.	  I	  put	  a	  lot	  of	  people	  in	  that	  list.	  Miss	  Jean,	  Miss	  Williams,	  Lee,	  Ezra,	  Sir	  
Kevin.	   She	  bounced	  a	   check	   from	  her	  escrow	  account	  on	  Sir	  Kevin.	   That	   is	   an	  offense	  
that	  will	  get	  you	  disbar	  for	  a	  minimum	  of	  one	  year.	  One	  year.”	  
“But	  what	  she’s	  gonna	  do?”	  I	  ask,	  slightly	  frightened	  by	  the	  cold	  anger	  of	  Larry.	  
“She	  has	  no	  client.	  I	  made	  my	  list,	  I	  went	  to	  the	  grievance	  committee	  on	  the	  24th	  floor	  
and	  I	  filed	  it.	  […]	  Erin	  I	  want	  to	  teach	  her	  a	  lesson.	  She	  always	  thought	  she	  was	  smarter	  
than	  me.	  She	  is	  not.”	  
“What	  does	  it	  mean	  to	  teach	  her	  a	  lesson?”	  I	  ask.	  “She	  is	  paying	  now.”	  
“You	  see	  by	  giving	  her	  the	  silent	  treatment,	  it	  kills	  her.	  It	  really	  does”,	  says	  Larry.	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“What	   kills	   her	   is	   that	   she	   will	   have	   problem	   to	   find	   jobs,	   to	   find	   work”,	   I	   suggest,	  
doubtful	  about	  the	  effects	  of	   the	  silent	  treatment	  when	  all	  Erin	  asks	  to	  Larry	   is	   to	  “go	  
away”.	  
“She	  has	  no	  work”,	   says	   Larry,	   “she	  has	  no	  client.	  Everybody	   says,	  Blacks	  and	  Whites,	  
what	  you	  [Larry]	  say	  goes.	  First	  of	  all,	  she	  never	  knew	  the	  proceedings.	  She	  always	  had	  
to	  ask	  Marie	   [the	  other	   lawyer	  of	   the	   clique]	   and	  Nicky	   [Marie’s	   assistant].	   She	  never	  
finished	  anything	  she	  started.	  I	  used	  to	  cover	  for	  her,	  you	  know	  that.	  I’m	  tired	  to	  cover	  
for	  her.	  […]	  Oh	  yeah,	   I’m	  done	  with	  her.	   I	  would	  never	  use	  her	  again.	   I	  had	  lunch	  with	  
__X__	  he	  works	  at	  the	  appellate	  division.	  I	  had	  lunch	  with	  him	  yesterday,	  I	  gave	  him	  a	  
whole	  run	  down	  on	  Erin	  and	  he	  was	  very	  shocked.	  I	  spoke	  with	  __Y__	  he	  is	  really	  bright,	  
very	  intellectual.	  He	  writes	  all	  the	  fucking	  papers	  for	  __Z__”	  
“That’s	  a	  big	  deal”,	  I	  say.	  
“He	  was	  surprised	  at	  her	  behavior,	  because	  whether	  it	  is	  Lee	  or	  Miss	  Jean,	  she	  was	  the	  
co-­‐executor.	  When	  I	  spoke	  to	  Miss	  Jean,	  she	  changed	  all	  that.	  She	  is	  no	  longer	  involved	  
in	  my	  business.	  Her	  name	  has	  been	  taken	  out.	  Now	  my	  name	  is	  all	  over	  where	  it	  needs	  
to	   be.	   And	   Miss	   Jean,	   Miss	   Williams,	   Lee,	   everybody	   is	   waiting	   for	   her	   to	   call	   and	  
badmouth	  [me].	  And	  she	  didn’t	  even	  do	  that.	  They	  were	  daring	  her.	  Because	  they	  would	  
clock	  her.”	  
ANDRES	  SEES	  A	  SECOND	  PREDATORY	  MACHINE	  
The	  third	  set	  of	  consequences	  triggered	  by	  the	  building’s	  new	  owner	  is	  a	  final	  re-­‐reading	  
by	  Andres	  of	  his	  relationship	  with	  Larry.	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The	  new	  owner	   is	  not	  unknown	  to	  old-­‐timers	  of	   the	  real	  estate	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  
minority	  neighborhoods.	  First,	  he	  was	  forced	  to	  resign	  decades	  ago	  from	  a	  City	  agency	  
for	   a	   corruption	   scandal	   that	   made	   the	   newspaper.	   	   He	   was	   not	   charged	   and	   found	  
guilty	  of	   corruption,	  but	   there	  was	  enough	   shady	  dealings	   and	  public	  outrage	   that	  he	  
needed	  to	  resign.	  He	  became	  a	  real	  estate	  developer	  specialized	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  
neighborhoods.	   Second	   the	   new	   owner	   and	   his	   wife	   know	   personally	   Larry.	   Andres	  
rapidly	  understands	  the	  wife	  and	  Larry	  are	  on	  a	  first-­‐name	  basis.	  Third,	  Andres	  does	  not	  
understand	  anymore	  the	  negotiating	  strategy	  of	  Larry.	  Because	  of	  the	  new	  owner,	  Larry	  
involves	  Caleb,	  and	  now	  asks	   for	  a	  $200,000	  buy-­‐out	   instead	  of	  $150,000.	  For	  Andres,	  
this	  number	  does	  not	  make	  sense	  anymore.	  Andres	  thinks	  it	  is	  a	  number	  that	  is	  meant	  
to	   be	   refused.	   It	   is	   so	   outrageously	   high.	   If	   Larry	   and	   Caleb	   negotiate	   around	   such	  
unrealistic	  numbers	   it	  means	   that	   they	  have	  no	   interest	   in	  seeing	  any	  buy-­‐out	  paid	   to	  
Andres.	   Fourth,	   Andres	   cannot	   fail	   to	   recognize	   in	   the	   arrest	   of	  Nicholas,	   the	   police’s	  
strategy	  that	  Larry	  used	  early	  in	  the	  case,	  with	  less	  efficacy.	  
In	   the	   end,	   Andres,	   building	   up	   on	   previous	   doubts	   and	   nagging	   difficulties,	   shifts	  
completely	   his	   understanding	   of	   the	   situation.	   Larry	   works	   against	   him.	   As	   Andres	  
repeats	  many	  times	  to	  me	  at	  this	  period:	  
“There	  never	  was	  any	  buy-­‐out!	  It’s	  a	  scam!	  Clement,	  don’t	  you	  understand?”	  
The	  behavior	  of	  the	  new	  owners	  that	  look	  like	  the	  one	  of	  Larry’s	  clique,	  the	  pre-­‐existing	  
relation	  of	  Larry	  with	  them,	  the	  lack	  of	  clarity	  of	  the	  new	  negotiating	  strategy	  indicate	  
something	   new	   about	   the	   situation	   to	  Andres.	  Not	   only	   the	   other	   side	   is	   a	   predatory	  
machine	  similar	  to	  the	  one	  of	  Larry,	  but	  also	  Larry’s	  clique	  and	  the	  new	  owners	  are	  one	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and	  unique	  machine	  –	  and	  the	  prey	  is	  not	  the	  other	  party,	  not	  James	  Horowitz,	  Mitchell	  
Steinberg	  or	  the	  Wallace	  family,	  but	  Andres	  himself.	  
This	   is	  how	  Andres	  reads	  his	  situation	   in	  fall	  2011,	  when	  he	  decides	  to	  break	  ties	  with	  
Larry.	  He	  borrows	  a	  $1,000	  to	  Larry	  and	  does	  not	  pay	  him	  back	  (see	  chapter	  8	  for	  a	  full	  
description	  of	  the	  event).	  Larry	  stops	  providing	  Andres	  with	  jobs.	  He	  also	  cuts	  any	  help	  
in	  Andres’	   legal	  affairs.	  Caleb	  and	  Larry	  quit	   the	  case.	  Erin	   is	  gone	  from	  the	  case,	  and,	  
since	  her	  mistake,	  Andres	  does	  not	  trust	  her	  expertise	  anymore.	  Andres,	  however,	  turns	  
to	  her	  for	  complementary	  information	  about	  Larry.	  Erin	  evokes	  with	  Andres	  suspicion	  of	  
criminal	  activities	  and	  a	  dubious	  death.	  Andres	  predicts	  that	  Larry	  will	  end	  up	  killed.	  
Larry	  denies	  playing	  such	  complicated	  scam	  on	  Andres.	  He	  was	  working	  for	  Andres,	  but	  
Andres	  is	  too	  “stupid”,	  too	  “full	  of	  himself”,	  too	  much	  of	  a	  “blow	  hard”,	  too	  “arrogant”	  
to	  play	  the	  game	  right.	  Andres	  does	  not	  trust	  enough,	  because	  he	  does	  not	  accept	  his	  
limitations,	  thinks	  Larry.	  For	  Larry	  who	  uses	  the	  movies	  The	  Godfather	  as	  a	  typology	  of	  
real	  characters,	  Andres	  is	  Fredo.	  Fredo	  is	  the	  family’s	  son	  who	  does	  not	  accept	  his	  lack	  
of	   talent	   and	   the	   preference	   of	   his	   father	   for	   the	   talented	  Mike,	   his	   little	   brother	   (to	  
which	  Larry	  identifies).	  In	  a	  desperate	  move	  of	  hatred	  and	  resentment,	  Fredo	  betrays	  his	  
own	   family.	   Andres’	   final	   accusations	   against	   Larry	   are	   the	   product	   of	   a	   similar	  
resentment,	  according	  to	  Larry.	  
“No,	  Fredo	  you’re	  not	  smart”,	  repeats	  Larry	  about	  Andres,	  with	  a	  laugh.	  
Fredo	  is	  punished	  by	  Mike,	  in	  one	  of	  the	  most	  striking	  scenes	  of	  the	  movie,	  which	  Larry	  
cannot	   have	   forgotten.	   In	   summer	   2012,	   Andres	   is	   about	   to	   get	   evicted	   from	   the	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rooming	  house.	  He	  owes	  $3,000	  to	  the	  owner.	  Andres	  calls	  Larry,	  who	  tells	  him	  what	  to	  
do.	  Andres	  can	  only	  delay	  the	  eviction	  of	  a	  few	  weeks.	  
In	  fall	  2012,	  Andres	  is	  evicted	  from	  the	  rooming,	  and	  the	  harassment	  complaint	  he	  filed	  
is	  rejected.	  	  
The	  rooming	  house	  can	  finally	  participate	  to	  the	  gentrification	  of	  Harlem.	  
	  
	  
	  FALL	  2012	  –	  EPILOGUE	  	  
Andres	   and	   Nicholas	   have	   vacated	   the	   building.	   Apart	   from	   Nicholas’	   $10,000,	   and	  
maybe	   the	   lawyers	   of	   the	   opposite	   side,	   no	   one	   has	  made	   any	  money	   in	   the	  Harlem	  
Deal.	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas’s	  relations	  is	  considerably	  thinner	  and	  distrustful	  than	  it	  was	  
when	  I	  met	  them	  in	  summer	  2010.	  They	  have	  also	  lost	  their	  relation	  to	  Larry’s	  clique	  and	  
Andres	  wishes	  Larry	  were	  dead	  while	  Larry	  believes	  Andres	  is	  a	  thief.	  	  
It	  leaves	  Andres	  with	  only	  one	  option:	  to	  rely	  now	  on	  his	  previous	  network	  of	  support,	  
the	   Porto-­‐Ricans	   from	   Washington	   Heights	   around	   Maria.	   And	   indeed,	   Maria	   offers	  
Andres	  to	  sleep	  in	  one	  of	  her	  hair	  salons.	  Andres	  accepts	  and	  stays	  for	  several	  months	  
there.	  He	   is	   able	   to	   reconnect	  with	  Nicholas	  who	  “moves”	  with	  him	   in	   the	  hair	   salon.	  
Nicholas,	  however,	  disappears,	  from	  time	  to	  time.	  Each	  time,	  Andres	  calls	  me	  and	  says	  
with	  a	  resigned	  voice	  “Nicholas	  has	  disappeared	  again”.	  	  
Maria	  is	  able	  to	  find	  the	  two	  men	  a	  very-­‐low-­‐income	  housing	  unit.	  According	  to	  Andres,	  
Maria	   knows	   someone	   so	   that	   they	   do	   not	   have	   to	   be	   on	   the	   “waitlist”.	   For	  
administrative	  reasons	  Nicholas	  is	  the	  only	  name	  that	  can	  appear	  on	  the	  lease.	  The	  two	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men	  moved	  in.	  But	  Nicholas	  is	  more	  and	  more	  instable,	  according	  to	  Andres,	  and	  Andres	  
moves	   out	   into	   a	   room	   that	   he	   finds	   through	   his	   connection	   in	   his	   Jewish	   Orthodox	  
community.	  However,	  his	  reputation	  is	  tarnished	  in	  the	  community.	  Larry	  tells	  me	  that	  
he	  has	  thoroughly	  attacked	  Andres’	  reputation,	  starting	  with	  Rabbi	  Cohen.	  Andres	  does	  




CONCLUSION	  –	  THE	  HOUSING	  GAME	  IN	  LOW-­‐INCOME	  MINORITY	  NEIGHBORHOODS	  
The	  goal	  of	  the	  past	  three	  chapters,	  which	  constitute	  part	  one	  of	  this	  work,	  is	  to	  present	  
a	   fresh	   understanding	   of	   the	   nature	   of	   economic	   action	   in	   the	   housing	   market	  
populating	  by	  small	  landlords	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  	  
The	  housing	  market	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  in	  which	  Larry	  dwells	  is	  the	  
articulation	  of	  two	  competitive	  games:	  
• A	  first	  game	  exists	  at	  the	  micro	  level	  of	  a	  building	  with	  tenants.	  It	  is	  often	  made	  
of	   small	   landlords	   who	   are	   “asset	   rich,	   cash	   poor”	   and	   who	   have	   to	   make	  
burdensome	  mortgage	  payments	  each	  month,	  tenants	  who	  can	  have	  significant	  
negative	  impact	  on	  a	  building’s	  value	  and	  on	  the	  cash	  flows	  it	  generates	  if	  they	  
use	  skillfully	  the	  rights	  that	  the	  law	  grants	  them,	  housing	  lawyers	  who	  have	  little	  
interests	  in	  spending	  much	  effort	  in	  shortening	  landlords-­‐tenants	  cases	  in	  court,	  
and	  handymen	  who	  are	  under	  pressure	   to	  do	  maintenance	  and	   repairs	  on	   the	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cheap	   by	   landlords	  while	   they	   own	   an	   expertise	   that	   shields	   them	   from	   a	   too	  
strict	  oversight.	  	  
In	  this	  primary	  game,	  the	  goal	  for	  small	  landlords	  is	  to	  limit	  the	  opportunism	  at	  
each	  node	  of	  these	  economic	  circuits	  and	  to	  ensure	  the	  minimum	  cooperation	  so	  
that	  money	  can	  circulate	   in	   the	   long	   run	  and	   the	  mortgage	  can	  be	   repaid.	  The	  
small	   landlords’	  goal	   is	   to	  achieve,	  after	  several	  decades,	  a	  situation	   in	  which	  a	  
building	  has	  become	  “a	  money	  tree”	  with	  a	  significant	  economic	  value	  if	  it	  has	  to	  
be	  sold.	  
At	   this	   micro	   level,	   a	   new	   typology	   of	   small	   landlords	   emerges:	   some	   small	  
landlords	   achieve	   a	   stable	   and	   robust	   financial	   situation	   relying	   uniquely	   on	  
market-­‐like	  transactions	  because	  of	  personal	  competences	  and	   luck;	  others	  are	  
in	  great	  financial	  difficulties	  and	  always	  look	  for	  needed	  cash	  flows;	  and	  a	  third	  
kind	   of	   landlords	   is	   able	   to	   create	   a	   closely-­‐knit	   web	   of	   allies	   across	   various	  
economic	   roles	   in	  which	   some	  of	   the	  opportunism	   is	   suspended,	  while	  mutual	  
cooperation	   and	   new	   rights	   and	   obligations	   are	   enforced	   among	   economic	  
actors	  –	  this	  last	  possibility	  is	  instantiated	  in	  Larry’s	  clique.	  	  
• A	  second	  housing	  game,	  whose	  scale	  is	  the	  city	  itself,	  overlays	  the	  primary	  game,	  
and	   takes	   roots	   in	   it.	   Each	   type	   of	   small	   landlords	   from	   the	   primary	   game	   is	  
redefined	   in	   this	   new	   game:	   small	   landlords	   who	   cannot	   master	   the	   primary	  
game	  and	  who	  are	  in	  constant	  need	  of	  cash	  become	  “preys”;	  landlords	  in	  robust	  
and	  independent	  financial	  position,	  who	  can	  stick	  to	  official	  definitions	  of	  roles,	  
are	   “immune	   agents”;	   and	   small	   landlords	   who	   belong	   to	   a	   tight	   network	   of	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housing	   professionals,	   in	   which	   rights	   and	   obligations	   have	   been	   internally	  
redefined,	  have	  the	  opportunity	  to	  become	  “predatory	  machines”.	   	  
The	   dynamics	   of	   this	   secondary	   game	   is	   for	   the	   predatory	   machines	   of	   the	  
housing	  market	   to	  surgically	   identify	   small	   landlords,	  and	  other	  “resource-­‐rich”	  
housing	  actors,	  that	  can	  be	  constituted	  as	  “prey”,	  and	  to	  marshal	  the	  resources	  
to	   develop	   predatory	   practices	   that	   have	   a	   chance	   of	   success.	   Due	   to	   their	  
peculiar	   internal	   structure,	   which	   stands	   in	   contrast	   to	   the	   institutionalized	  
division	  of	  labor	  in	  the	  housing	  market,	  predatory	  machines	  are	  ideally	  suited	  to	  
develop	   the	   greatest	   variety	   of	   predatory	   practices.	   Larry’s	   clique	   embodies	  
some	  of	  these	  strategies.	  	  
A	  fourth	  function	  appears	   in	  this	  second	  economic	  game:	  “spotters”.	  These	  are	  
people	   in	   situation	   to	   access	   precise	   information	   about	   particular	   situations	  of	  
housing	   actors,	   which	   is	   necessary	   to	   distinguish	   cases	   between	   authentic	  
“preys”,	  “immune	  agents”	  who	  offer	  little	  opportunities	  for	  predatory	  strategies,	  
and	   other	   “predatory	   machines”.	   Spotters	   channel	   this	   information	   to	   people	  
who	  can	  use	  it	  to	  make	  money.	  They	  are	  mostly	  religious	  and	  community	  leaders	  
(Miss	  Williams),	   advocates	   (both	   tenant	   and	   landlord	   advocates),	   lawyers	   and	  
real	  estate	  brokers	  who	  do	  not	  have	  by	   themselves	   the	  adequate	   resources	  at	  
hand	  to	  exploit	  the	  situation	  they	  observe.	  
The	   secondary	   game	   does	   not	   cancel	   the	   common	   view	   of	   how	   the	   housing	  
market.	   Many	   small	   landlords	   simply	   collect	   rent	   form	   burdened	   but	   rather	  
worriless	  tenants,	  do	  repairs	  quite	  well	  and	  approximately	  on	  time,	  pay	  lawyers	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for	  a	  quick	  resolution	  of	  disputes,	  and	  sell	  their	  buildings	  to	  other	  small	  landlords	  
when	  they	  want	  to	  cash	  out	  the	  equity	  they	  have	  built	  over	  time.	  Here	  common	  
categories	   of	   “landlord”,	   “tenant”,	   “real	   estate	   broker”,	   and	   “housing	   lawyer”	  
faithfully	   describe	   the	   on-­‐going	   economic	   relations.	   The	   vocabulary	   of	  
“predation”	   only	   circumscribes	   an	   economic	   system	   that	   exists	   next	   to	   this	  
routine	  and	  mundane	  housing	  market.	  When	  a	  predatory	  machine	  is	  opposed	  to	  
a	  prey	  or	  to	  another	  predatory	  machine	  –	  as	  it	  is	  the	  case	  with	  the	  Harlem	  Deal	  –	  
the	   common	   categories	   that	   are	   useful	   to	   describe	   the	  mundane	   and	   routine	  
housing	  market	  become	  unfit	  to	  describe	  and	  analyze	  what	  is	  going	  on.	  But	  when	  
immune	  agents,	  defined	  by	  the	  rather	  safe	  economic	  position	  they	  enjoy	  when	  
they	  stick	  to	  the	  official	  definitions	  of	  economic	  roles,	  transact	  with	  each	  other,	  it	  
is	  the	  routine	  and	  mundane	  housing	  market	  that	  exists,	  not	  the	  “game”	  as	  Larry	  
calls	  the	  two-­‐tier	  dynamics	  I	  have	  outlined	  here.	  
On	  top	  of	  breaking	  with	  the	  common	  conceptions	  of	  the	  housing	  market,	  this	  approach	  
offers	  another	  intellectual	  pay	  off.	  	  
Running	  through	  the	  three	  chapters	  is	  the	  theme	  of	  patronage	  networks	  that	  structure	  
internally	  Larry’s	  clique,	  that	  emerge	  between	  the	  clique	  and	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas,	  and	  
that	  organize,	  at	   least	   in	  part	  or	  with	  some	  resemblance,	   the	  social	   life	  of	  Andres	  and	  
Nicholas	  outside	  the	  clique.	  	  
Doing	  so,	   I	  can	  do	  two	  things.	  First,	   I	  can	  get	   insights	   into	  why	  the	  clique	  seems	  more	  
able	  to	  mesh	  down,	  than	  up	  –	  i.e.	  why	  the	  clique	  seems	  more	  capable	  of	  creating	  long	  
lasting	  connections	  within	  the	  very	  local	  social	  life	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  areas,	  rather	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than	   creating	   similar	   connections	   with	   more	   resource-­‐rich	   networks	   of	   the	   housing	  
market	   in	  New	  York	  City.	  There	   is	   some	  proximity	   in	   the	  clique’s	   internal	  organization	  
with	   some	   configuration	   of	   the	   economic	   life	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods	  
(see,	  for	  larger	  and	  more	  detailed	  portrait	  of	  this	  local	  economic	  life,	  Venkatesh	  2006).	  
This	   proximity,	   which	   I	   try	   to	   excavate	   as	   precisely	   as	   possible	   using	   the	   notion	   of	  
patronage	   networks,	   makes	   coordination,	   mutual	   understanding,	   and	   conversion	   of	  
competences	  between	  new	  partners	  relatively	  easy	  and	  self	  evident,	  even	  if	  not	  absent	  
of	  tensions	  and	  conflicts	  –	  and	  sometimes	  of	  break-­‐ups.	  There	  is	  no	  such	  organizational	  
proximity	   between	   the	   clique	   and	  more	   resource-­‐rich	   circuits	   of	   the	   housing	  market.	  
This	   distance	   is	   something	   that	   Larry	   senses	   when	   he	   says	   of	   Antoine,	   “He	   has	   a	  
methodology	   [for	   doing	   business	   in	   real	   estate],	   that	   I	   don’t	   have”,	   or	   when	   he	  
condemns	  Daryl	  and	  Michael	  for	  being	  “arrogant”.	  Here,	  becomes	  visible	  the	  limit	  of	  the	  
clique	   as	   an	   economic	   project.	   It	   is	   tied	   to	   a	   certain	   population	   and	   to	   a	   certain	  
organization	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  that	  suggests	  that	  the	  most	  suitable	  conditions	  and	  
environment	   for	   predatory	   machines	   like	   Larry’s	   clique	   are	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	  
Second,	   by	   looking	   at	   the	   clique,	   not	   from	   the	   inside,	   but	   from	   the	  outside,	   from	   the	  
neighborhoods	  in	  which	  the	  clique	  operates	  –	  i.e.	  from	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas’	  eyes	  –	  one	  
gets	  new	  insights	  on	  how	  these	  communities	  are	  structured.	  By	  difference	  with	  ideas	  of	  
isolation	   and	   internal	   differentiation	   of	   low-­‐income	   minority	   communities	   (e.g.	  
Anderson	   1978;	   Wilson	   1987,	   1996),	   the	   past	   three	   chapters	   have	   highlighted	   the	  
concatenation	   of	   very	   short	   networks	   tying	   rapidly	   locals	   to	   people	   of	   increasing	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standing	   and	   controlling	   increasing	   amount	   of	   resources	   –	   networks	   which	   look	   like	  
patronage	  ties.	  	  
This	  (re)	  discovery	  of	  patrons-­‐clients	  relation	  participates	  to	  the	  recent	  scholarship	  that	  
explores	  new	  modes	  of	  structuration	  of	  community	  life	  in	  poor	  and	  near-­‐poor	  minorities	  
(Desmond	   2012,	   Pattillo	   2006,	   Venkatesh	   2006).	   This	   form	   of	   relation	   has	   historically	  
been	   described	   in	   anthropology	   and	   political	   science	   from	   the	   1950s	   to	   the	   1970s	  
mostly	   outside	   the	   US.	   In	   this	   literature,	   patron-­‐client	   ties	   have	   been	   documented	   in	  
order	   to	   analyze	   individuals’	   strategic	   affiliation	   to	   political	   groupings	   that	   cut	   across	  
class	  membership	  and	  kinship	  or	  clan	   lineages	  (see	  Barth	  1965,	  Boissevain	  1966;	  Scott	  
1972;	  Wolf	  1956,	  1966)47.	   In	  the	  US,	  such	  relations	  have	  been	  documented	  in	  Whyte’s	  
Street	  Corner	  Society	  (1955)	  about	  Boston’s	  Italian	  “slum”	  of	  the	  early	  1940s,	  and	  about	  
the	  immigrants’	  “political	  machine”	  for	  the	  years	  1840-­‐1940	  (Erie	  1990).	  The	  notion	  has	  
then	  disappeared	  from	  the	  sociological	  literature,	  scholars	  assuming	  it	  is	  a	  form	  of	  social	  
life	  of	  the	  past.	  The	  present	  part	  reintroduces	  the	  idea.	  It	  argues	  that	  the	  economic	  life,	  
not	  the	  political	  life,	  of	  the	  poor	  and	  near-­‐poor	  in	  today’s	  city	  is	  amenable	  to	  an	  analysis	  
in	   terms	   of	   “patronage	   networks”,	   highlighting	   an	   unheard	   “texture	   of	   hardship”	  
(Newman	  and	  Peeples-­‐Massengill	  2006)	  –	  instantiated	  by	  the	  position	  and	  experience	  of	  




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47	  This	   literature	  emerged	  and	   re-­‐merged	  as	  a	  criticism	  of	   the	   functionalist	  and	  Marxist	  approaches	   to	  social	   life	   in	  
anthropology	  and	  political	  science	  (see	  Scott	  1972	  for	  a	  good	  overview).	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Fall	  2010,	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court,	  4th	  floor.	  
Larry	   is	   shouting.	   He	   walks	   back	   in	   forth	   with	   tremendous	   energy	   between	   the	  
courtroom	  and	   the	  hallways.	  He	   seems	  possessed	  by	   tremendous	   anger.	  He	   is	   beside	  
himself.	  Lawyers,	  tenants,	  and	  landlords,	  are	  waiting	  for	  their	  case	  to	  be	  judged.	  Court	  
clerks,	   court	   attorneys,	   New	   York	   State	   police	   officers	   are	   walking	   up	   and	   down	   the	  
corridors.	  They	  do	  not	  pay	  much	  attention	  to	  Larry’s	  gesticulations	  and	  vociferations.	  	  
The	  hallways	  are	  crowded	  and	  perpetually	  noisy	  spaces.	  Almost	  every	  single	  square	  foot	  
is	   filled	  with	   someone.	   Lawyers	   try	   to	  carve	  out	   some	  privacy	   in	  order	   to	   talk	   to	   their	  
clients	   about,	  while	   opposing	  parties	   try	   to	   ignore	   each	  other,	   even	   if	   they	   stand	   five	  
feet	  apart.	  	  
The	  strategies	  to	  avoid	  confrontational	  situations	  in	  such	  tiny	  and	  crowded	  space	  often	  
fail.	   Privacy	   and	   avoidance	   are	   breached	   on	   purpose,	   especially	   by	   Larry.	   Instead	   of	  
staying	   still	   in	   this	   packed	   and	   narrow	   space,	   Larry	   abruptly	   moves	   around,	   speaks	  
loudly,	  creates	  small	  gatherings	  with	  lawyer	  and	  landlords,	  and	  he	  shouts	  at	  people.	  He	  
deploys	   tremendous	  physical	  energy	  whereas	   the	   space	  and	   the	  presence	  of	   so	  many	  
other	  people	  command	  stillness.	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Larry	   has	   a	   heated	   argument	   with	   a	   tenant	   in	   the	   hallway.	   She	   is	   a	   heavy-­‐set	   white	  
woman,	  probably	  in	  her	  late	  thirties	  or	  early	  forties.	  She	  wears	  a	  rundown	  trench	  coat	  
and	  has	  brought	  her	  administrative	  documents	  in	  an	  old	  plastic	  bag.	  Both	  her	  and	  Larry	  
scream	  at	  each	  other.	  Quickly	  the	  argument	  escalates	  and	  they	  insult	  each	  other:	  	  Larry	  
is	   “a	   rat”	   she	   says.	   She	   is	   “	   a	   cockroach”,	   “trash”,	   “putz”,	  he	   replies.	  When	  Larry	   says	  
this,	  his	  bodily	  moves	  become	  erratic.	  He	  approaches	  her.	  She	  screams,	  	  
“Back	  off	  or	  I	  scream!”	  	  
Larry	  backs	  off.	  He	  turns	  to	  me.	  He	  says	  in	  French,	  spitting	  of	  anger	  and	  nervousness:	  
“I	  wouldn’t	  fuck	  her	  with	  your	  dick,	  she	  is	  disgusting.”	  	  
The	  Haitian	  couple	  next	  to	  us	  looks	  amazed	  by	  Larry’s	  words.	  	  
Larry	  does	  not	  care.	  	  
He	  tells	  me	  how	  bad	  a	  tenant	  she	  is.	  Using	  “we”	  instead	  of	  “the	  landlord”	  or	  “my	  client”,	  
Larry	  says,	  
“We’ll	   need	   to	   repair	   everything	   after	   she’ll	   leave;	   electricity,	   water,	   paintings…	   The	  
exterminator	  came	  there	  were	  rodents	  and	  cockroaches	  everywhere!”.	  
After	  a	  pause	  he	  adds	  as	  a	  concluding	  matter,	  
“She	  is	  section	  8!”	  
Section	  8	  is	  a	  federal	  rental	  assistance	  program.	  Tenants	  in	  a	  section	  8	  program	  pay	  rent	  
up	  to	  30%	  of	  their	  revenues	  and	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  rent	  is	  paid	  by	  the	  Housing	  and	  Urban	  
Development	   US	   department	   directly	   to	   the	   landlord.	   It	   is	   program	   in	   which	   eligible	  
households	  are	  subsidized	  to	  participate	  to	  the	  market	  transactions	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  
population	  –	  it	  is,	  in	  fact,	  a	  subsidy	  for	  this	  woman	  to	  face	  Larry	  in	  court.	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The	  landlord,	  Luis,	   is	  not	  present.	  He	  almost	  never	  comes	  to	  the	  housing	  court,	  except	  
when	  Larry	  asks	  him	  to.	  Larry	  believes	  that	  housing	  court	  judges	  are	  prejudiced	  against	  
white	   Jewish	   landlords	   or	   building	   managers	   who	   try	   to	   evict	   low-­‐income,	   often	  
minority,	  tenants.	  Luis	   is	  an	   immigrant	  from	  Peru,	  a	  fragile-­‐looking	  70-­‐something	  year-­‐
old	  man,	  who	  barely	  speaks	  English.	  Bringing	  him	  to	  the	  court	  is	  an	  attempt	  for	  Larry	  to	  
reverse	  the	  stereotype	  –	  the	  tenant	  takes	  advantage	  of	  the	  landlord,	  not	  the	  other	  way	  
around.	  	  
According	   to	   Larry,	   Luis	   is	   a	   genius	   car	  mechanic	   and	   he	   has	   tremendous	  work	   ethic.	  
When	  Larry	  needs	   to	   see	  him,	  we	  always	   find	  Luis	   in	  his	   small	   store	  where	  he	   repairs	  
everything	  from	  flat-­‐screen	  TV	  sets	  to	  massive	  sound	  systems,	  from	  AC	  to	  simple	  fans,	  
with	  the	  help	  of	  a	  shy	  employee.	  	  
Luis	  owns	  eight	  buildings	  in	  the	  area.	  
The	  only	  problem	  with	  Luis,	  according	  to	  Larry,	  is	  that	  “He	  loves	  section	  8	  tenants”.	  Luis	  
specializes	   in	  offering	  housing	  to	  “programs”,	   like	  the	  woman	  to	  whom	  Larry	  screams.	  
Larry	  disapproves	  of	   Luis’	  market	  niche.	  Of	   course	   the	   income	   stream	   is	  more	   certain	  
than	   with	   regular	   tenants	   who	   pay	   a	   similar	   rent.	   But	   if	   a	   dispute	   arises	   there	   is	   an	  
added	  layer	  of	  legal-­‐administrative	  complexities	  to	  deal	  with.	  It	  creates	  much	  hassle	  and	  
much	  room	  for	  technical	  errors	  and	  delays	  for	  Larry	  and	  his	  two	  lawyers.	  	  
Larry	  does	  what	  he	  feels	  is	  his	  job	  –	  he	  shouts	  insults	  at	  the	  tenant	  in	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  
housing	  court.	  
Erin,	  the	  lawyer	  on	  the	  case,	  remains	  silent.	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Someone	   screaming	   at	   someone	   else	   is	   not	   an	   unusual	   scene	   in	   the	   hallways	   the	  
Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court.	  One	  day,	  an	  English	   lawyer	   from	  Jamaican	  descent	  coming	  to	  
help	  her	  family	  with	  her	  legal	  issues,	  told	  Larry	  and	  I,	  with	  an	  amused	  smile,	  that	  for	  her	  
the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court	  is	  a	  “zoo”.	  	  
The	  only	   people	  who	   really	   pay	   attention	   to	   Larry	   screaming	   and	  moving	   around,	   are	  
Larry’s	  other	  clients	  that	  day.	  They	  are	  three	  Jamaican	  individuals	  who	  own	  collectively	  a	  
building.	   From	  what	   I	   understand,	   there	   is	   a	   couple	   and	   a	   sibling	   of	   one	   of	   the	   two	  
spouses.	   It	   is	   the	   first	   time	   they	   meet	   Larry.	   Each	   time	   Larry	   shows	   bravado	   and	  
machismo	  towards	  the	  section	  8	  tenant,	  the	  landlords	  smile	  and	  laugh	  of	  contentment.	  	  
Their	  tenant,	  a	  black	  woman	  apparently	  in	  her	  thirties,	  dressed	  in	  business	  attire,	  stands	  
next	  to	  them.	  The	  landlords	  and	  the	  tenant	  do	  not	  acknowledge	  each	  other.	  They	  only	  
communicate	   through	   the	   intermediary	   of	   Larry.	   The	   tenant	   is	   quiet,	   checking	   her	  
Blackberry,	  waiting	  patiently.	  She	  is	  not	  a	  section	  8	  program.	  	  
Larry’s	  attitude	  with	  her	  is	  the	  exact	  opposite	  of	  the	  one	  he	  has	  with	  the	  white	  section	  8	  
tenant.	  He	  is	  calm,	  polite	  and	  respectful.	  She	  responds	  to	  his	  questions	  matter-­‐of-­‐factly.	  
The	   three	   Jamaican	   landlords	   wish	   Larry	   were	   more	   brutal	   and	   less	   kind	   with	   their	  
tenant.	  They	  want	  Larry	  to	  be	  with	  her	  like	  he	  is	  with	  the	  white	  section	  8	  tenant.	  They	  
look	   at	   me	   for	   support.	   They	   show	   me	   the	   papers:	   she	   has	   not	   paid	   rents	   for	   four	  
months.	  They	  seem	  at	  once	  outraged	  and	  powerless.	  They	  need	  to	  pay	  their	  mortgage	  
they	  tell	  me.	  They	  are	  amazed	  that	  she	  is	  still	  in	  the	  building	  while	  she	  owes	  a	  little	  more	  
than	  $5,000,	  four	  months	  of	  back	  rents,	  plus	  late	  fees	  and	  legal	  fees.	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Larry	  asks	  the	  three	   landlords	  who	   is	  the	   judge	  handling	  their	  case.	  They	  do	  not	  know	  
the	   judge’s	   name.	   Larry	   describes	   physically	   several	   judges	   of	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	  
Court	  until	  they	  find	  who	  is	  in	  charge	  of	  the	  case.	  The	  landlords	  complain	  that	  the	  judge	  
is	  pro-­‐tenant.	  
	  “Are	   you	   kidding	   me?”	   says	   Larry,	   “You’re	   lucky	   to	   have	   Judge	   Torres.	   Try	   Judge	  
Sussman,	  he’s	  a	  socialist!”	  
The	  landlords	  are	  dismayed.	  Larry	  insists	  they	  are	  lucky	  to	  have	  been	  assigned	  to	  Judge	  
Torres.	  	  
Larry	  explains	  to	  the	  Jamaican	  Landlords	  why	  he	  does	  not	  bully	  their	  tenant	  as	  he	  bullies	  
the	  section	  8	  tenant.	  	  
He	  uses	  “that	  kind	  of	  language”	  with	  the	  section	  8	  tenant,	  because	  he	  needs	  her	  to	  lose	  
her	  nerves	  in	  front	  of	  the	  judge.	  He	  needs	  her	  to	  embarrass	  herself	  during	  the	  trial.	  He	  
wants	  her	  “to	  get	  all	  emotional”	  and	  give	  a	  confused	  speech,	  so	  that	  the	  judge	  will	  think	  
see	  that	  she	  is	  an	  irresponsible	  and	  undeserving	  tenant.	  	  
By	   contrast,	   Larry	   argues,	   on	   their	   case,	   and	   to	   the	   landlords’	   dismay,	   he	   thinks	   the	  
tenant	  is	  a	  good	  tenant.	  	  He	  strongly	  advises	  the	  three	  Jamaicans	  advises	  to	  settle	  with	  
their	   tenant.	   They	   reluctantly	   agree.	   Larry	   quickly	   negotiate	   an	   agreement	   that	   the	  
judge	  will	   sign,	   called	   a	   “stipulation”	   or	   “stip’	   ”.	   The	   tenant	   has	   to	   pay	   in	   two	  weeks	  
$2,000,	  on	  the	  $5,000	  she	  owes,	  plus	  the	  current	  month.	  Larry	  asks	  the	  tenant	  several	  
times	   if	   she	   is	   going	   to	   be	   able	   to	  make	   this	   payment.	   She	   repeatedly	   says	   yes.	   Each	  
party	  signs	  a	  stipulation,	  wait	  for	  the	  judge	  to	  sign	  it	  and	  leave	  when	  it	  is	  done.	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I	  ask	  Larry	  why	  he	  was	  so	  respectful,	  accommodating,	  and	  calm	  with	  the	  black	  tenant,	  in	  
comparison	  with	  his	  rude	  behavior	  with	  the	  white	  section	  8	  tenant.	  He	  tells	  me	  that	  the	  
black	  tenant	  is	  a	  hard	  working	  person.	  She	  lost	  her	  job	  but	  found	  a	  new	  one.	  He	  believes	  
she	  is	  able	  to	  pay	  her	  rent	  of	  about	  $	  1,100	  a	  month.	  It	  is	  in	  the	  interest	  of	  the	  landlords	  
to	  keep	  her	  in	  the	  building.	  The	  three	  landlords	  are	  too	  emotional	  to	  see	  their	  interests.	  
In	  Larry’s	  view,	  her	  character	  is	  the	  one	  of	  a	  good	  tenant,	  even	  if	  she	  has	  been	  missing	  
payment	  on	  her	  rent	  in	  the	  past	  few	  months.	  By	  contrast,	  the	  section	  8	  tenant	  needs	  to	  
be	  evicted.	  She	  deserves	  to	  be	  hassled	  and	  bullied	  as	  much	  as	  Larry	  can.	  
Once	   the	   three	   Jamaican	   landlords	   have	   left	   with	   their	   tenant,	   the	   shouting	   and	  
swearing	  session	  between	  Larry	  and	  the	  section	  8	  tenant	  resumes.	  A	  court	  officer	  exits	  
from	  one	  of	  the	  courtroom	  and	  asks	  for	  silence.	  He	  gets	  some	  silence	  for	  a	  few	  minutes,	  
but	  the	  swearing	  and	  insults	  are	  slowly	  rising	  again.	  It	  seems	  Larry	  cannot	  do	  what	  many	  
others	  do,	  which	  is	  to	  wait	  in	  a	  bored	  silence	  that	  the	  case	  will	  go	  in	  front	  of	  the	  judge.	  
Opens	  another	  door	  from	  one	  of	  the	  administrative	  offices	  of	  the	  Housing	  Court.	  A	  man	  
in	  a	  suit	   looks	  at	  us	  and	  makes	  a	  sign	  to	  Larry.	  He	  asks	  Larry	  to	  approach.	  Larry	  obeys	  
and	  starts	  talking	  to	  the	  man,	  privately.	  Larry	  comes	  back	  and	  says	  to	  me,	  
“I	  know	  the	  guy,	  he	  used	  to	  be	  a	  lawyer,	  now	  he	  works	  for	  a	  judge.	  He’s	  a	  liberal.	  He’s	  a	  
bastard.	  We	  need	  to	  leave	  [the	  Housing	  Court]	  now”.	  	  
Yet,	  we	  do	  not	  leave.	  	  
Larry	  has	  seen	  someone	  he	  knows	  in	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  housing	  court.	  “Aaron!”	  Larry	  
shouted	   with	   a	   smile	   to	   a	   lawyer.	   Aaron	   is	   waiting	   for	   a	   trial	   with	   his	   client.	   Larry	  
interrupts	   their	  conversation	  and	  he	  starts	  a	   friendly	  discussion	  with	   the	   lawyer.	  Larry	  
	   257	  
explains	  that	  he	  is	  in	  court	  to	  evict	  a	  section	  8	  tenant,	  and	  points	  to	  the	  white	  woman.	  
He	  needs	   to	   leave	  because	  he	  has	  been	   too	   loud	  against	   the	   tenant	  he	   is	  evicting,	  he	  
says.	  However,	  Larry	  starts	  again	  the	  shouting	  match	  with	  the	  section	  8	  tenant.	  
Aaron’s	   client	   is	   a	   Jewish	  Orthodox	   real	   estate	   investor.	   He	   starts	   to	   be	   interested	   in	  
Larry,	  but	  he	  has	  a	  hard	  time	  understanding	  what	  Larry’s	  professional	  activity	  is.	  Is	  Larry	  
a	   lawyer?	   A	   real	   estate	   broker?	   A	   building	   manager?	   A	   property	   owner…?	   To	   each	  
question	   Larry	   answers	   negatively,	  with	   a	   cunning	   smile.	   Each	   time,	   Larry	   refuses	   the	  
label,	  while	  accepting	  some	  of	  the	  attributions.	  	  
“No	   I’m	   not	   a	   lawyer	   [a	   landlord,	   a	   broker,	   a	   building	   manager],	   but	   I	   do	   that	   too”	  
responds	  Larry	  with	  a	  witty	  look	  on	  his	  face.	  
The	   investor	   is	   puzzled.	   He	   does	   not	   understand	   what	   is	   Larry’s	   role	   in	   the	   housing	  
market.	  
Finally,	  Larry	  points	  to	  the	  section	  8	  tenant	  and	  says	  he	  loves	  that	  kind	  of	  situation.	  The	  
real	   estate	   investor	   is	   even	  more	   surprised.	   He	   hates	   going	   to	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	  
Court.	  Larry	  says.	  
“I	  love	  evicting	  tenants.	  I	  love	  making	  people	  homeless”	  replies	  Larry	  with	  a	  mischievous	  
grin.	  
Larry	  asks	   if	  the	  real	  estate	   investor	  knows	  Isaac	  H.	  from	  Crown	  Heights	  –	  here	  Crown	  
Heights	  is	  a	  synecdoche	  for	  the	  Lubavitch	  community	  of	  Brooklyn.	  	  
The	  orthodox	  is	  surprised	  to	  have	  a	  common	  connection	  with	  Larry.	  	  He	  asks	  how	  does	  
Larry	   know	   Isaac	   H.	   Larry	   is	   very	   vague	   about	   his	   activity	   with	   Isaac	   H.	   Pressing	   for	  
clarification,	  the	  real	  estate	  investor,	  asks	  if	  Larry	  worked	  for	  Isaac	  H.	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Larry	   corrects	   him.	   “I	   work	   with	   him.	   Something	   here,	   something	   there	   –	   really	  
nothing…”,	  implying	  that	  this	  “nothing”	  is	  actually	  a	  big	  deal.	  
The	   real	   estate	   investor	   does	   not	   push	   for	   more	   details.	   Larry	   and	   him	   exchange	  
business	  cards.	  
At	  this	  point,	  Larry	  goes	  back	  to	  the	  section	  8	  tenant,	  who	  is	  talking	  to	  Erin.	  	  
I	  stay	  next	  to	  Aaron	  and	  the	  real	  estate	  investor.	  	  
Looking	  at	   Larry	  and	   then	   turning	   to	  me,	   the	   real	  estate	   investor	   says	  with	  a	   smile	  of	  
connivance:	  
“It	  must	  be	  fun	  working	  with	  him,	  right?”	  	  
The	   investor	   implies	   he	   has	   now	   some	   notions	   of	   Larry’s	   role	   and	   activities	   in	   the	  
housing	  market.	  He	  enjoys	  the	  spectacle	  of	  Larry	  throwing	  insults	  that	  has	  just	  resumed	  
before	  of	  his	  eyes.	  I	  do	  not	  know	  what	  to	  respond	  to	  him,	  so	  I	  timidly	  smile	  back	  without	  
saying	  a	  word.	  
Larry	  and	  I	  finally	   leave	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court	  before	  the	  case	  with	  the	  section	  8	  
tenant	  ends	  up	  in	  front	  of	  the	  judge.	  We	  leave	  Erin	  handling	  the	  case.	  I	  decide	  to	  go	  back	  
to	  Columbia	  University	  and	  I	  leave	  Larry	  continuing	  his	  day	  of	  work	  without	  me.	  
In	  the	  afternoon,	  a	  judge	  from	  the	  Housing	  Court	  convokes	  the	  lawyers	  Erin	  and	  Marie	  
(the	   other	   lawyer	   with	   whom	   Larry	   handles	  most	   of	   his	   court	   cases).	   The	   judge	   tells	  
them	  that	  Larry	  intimidates	  tenants	  by	  his	  behavior	  in	  court.	  If	  Erin	  or	  Marie	  do	  not	  calm	  
him	  down	  and	  quiet,	  or	  keep	  him	  away	  from	  the	  court,	  he	  will	  ask	  court	  clerks	  to	  put	  all	  
their	  cases	  at	  “the	  bottom	  of	  the	  pile”.	  It	  means	  that	  the	  cases	  of	  Erin	  and	  Marie	  would	  
be	  judged	  last	  and	  possibly	  the	  day	  after	  they	  are	  supposed	  to	  be	  judged.	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It	   is	   an	   informal	   yet	   serious	   threat	   for	   Erin	   and	   Marie.	   Indeed,	   landlords	   are	   very	  
sensitive	  to	  how	  long	  cases	  are	  held	   in	  court.	  Delays	  are	  deeply	  frustrating	  to	  them.	   If	  
Erin	   and	  Marie’s	   cases	   are	   systematically	   delayed,	   their	   clients	   would	   probably	   leave	  
them.	  
Erin	   is	   closer	   to	   Larry	   than	  Marie	   is.	   She	   is	   then	   in	   charge	  of	   talking	   to	  him	  about	  his	  
behavior	   in	   court.	  The	   same	  day,	   she	  meets	   Larry	  on	   the	  benches	  of	  Cadman	  plaza,	  a	  
large,	  angular	  square	  in	  downtown	  Brooklyn,	  where	  all	  the	  administrative	  buildings	  and	  
courts	  stand.	  	  
When	  Larry	  hears	  what	  the	  judge	  said	  “Larry	  started	  imploring	  [me]	  ‘Please	  please	  don’t	  
take	  [the	  court]	  away	  from	  me’”	  remembers	  Erin	  a	  year	  later,	  when	  her	  and	  I	  are	  having	  
drinks	  at	  a	  bar.	  
Seeing	  the	  reaction	  of	  Larry	  that	  afternoon,	  Erin	  does	  not	  have	  the	  heart	  to	  ask	  him	  not	  
to	  come	  to	  the	  court	  anymore.	  
After	  his	  discussion	  with	  Erin	  on	  Cadman	  Plaza,	  Larry	  calls	  me.	  He	  tells	  me	  that	  one	  of	  
the	   judges	   of	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court	   is	   starting	   a	   procedure	   to	   forbid	   him	   the	  
access	   to	   the	  building.	  The	   judge	  believes	  he	   intimidates	   tenants,	   Larry	   tells	  me.	  Larry	  
laughs.	  
I	  ask	  Larry	  if	  this	  is	  an	  issue	  for	  him.	  He	  says	  no.	  He	  trusts	  his	  lawyers,	  Marie	  and	  Erin,	  to	  
defend	  him.	  He	  is	  not	  worried.	  	  
Since	  this	  event,	  I	  have	  never	  seen	  or	  heard	  Larry	  getting	  sanctioned	  for	  his	  behavior	  at	  
the	  Housing	  Court.	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PART	  II:	  THE	  MORAL	  ORDER	  OF	  THE	  HOUSING	  GAME	  
	  
In	   his	   shouting	   match	   in	   the	   hallways	   of	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court,	   Larry	   makes	   a	  
distinction	  between	  different	  kinds	  of	  non-­‐paying	  tenants.	  The	  black	  woman	  is	  a	  “good”	  
tenant	  even	  if	  she	  owes	  money	  to	  her	  landlords.	  The	  white	  section	  8	  woman	  is	  a	  “bad”	  
tenant.	  It	  is	  unclear	  whether	  the	  tenant	  owes	  any	  money	  to	  her	  landlord,	  Luis.	  It	  is	  clear,	  
however,	  she	  is	  “bad”	  because	  Larry	  sees	  her	  as	  unable	  to	  keep	  up	  an	  apartment.	  	  
“Good”	   and	   “bad”	   are	   not	   straight	   substitutes	   for	   economic	   terms.	   The	   good-­‐bad	  
distinction	  refers	  to	  a	  nuance	  and	  to	  a	  perspective	  on	  tenant-­‐landlord	  relationship	  that	  
is	  not	  fully	  contained	  in	  common	  economic	  terms.	  
In	  addition,	  the	  intermission	  reveals	  that	  Larry	  shouts	  insults	  at	  bad	  tenants,	  while	  he	  is	  
civil	   with	   good	   ones.	   Degradation	   is	   imposed	   and	   respect	   is	   granted	   according	   the	  
categories	   of	   bad	   and	   good	   tenant.	   The	   good/bad	   dichotomy	   is	   for	   Larry	   a	   form	   of	  
etiquette.	  It	  defines	  how	  someone	  is	  to	  be	  treated.	  
A	  quick	  analysis	  of	  the	  event	  describes	  in	  the	  intermission	  begs	  the	  following	  questions:	  
is	   there	   a	   systematic	   moral	   code	   that	   underlies	   the	   behavior	   of	   Larry	   in	   economic	  
affairs?	  If	  there	  is	  such	  moral	  code,	  what	  are	  the	  pivotal	  categories	  around	  which	  blame	  
and	  praise	  are	  distributed?	  Does	  this	  moral	  order	  justify	  ex	  post	  economic	  outcomes	  or	  
does	  it	  orient	  ex	  ante	  economic	  actions?	  Furthermore,	  who	  shares	  this	  moral	  code	  and	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what	   are	   the	   boundaries	   of	   the	   population	   that	   uses	   it?	   Finally,	   what	   would	   be	   the	  
functions	  of	  this	  moral	  order?	  
The	   second	   part	   of	   this	   dissertation	   answers	   these	   questions.	   It	   excavates	   the	  moral	  
universe	  in	  which	  the	  clique	  operates.	  Such	  excavation	  takes	  the	  forms	  of	  describing	  the	  
categories	  that	  are	  used	  by	  local	  actors	  to	  make	  moral	  judgments	  about	  good	  and	  bad	  
economic	   actors,	   good	   and	   bad	   economic	   behaviors.	   The	   folk	   expressions	   of	  
“professional	  tenant”,	  “foolish	  landlord”	  and	  “slumlord”	  are	  categories	  that	  are	  pivotal	  
for	   understanding	   this	  moral	   universe.	   I	  will	   argue	   that	   the	  maxim	   that	   organizes	   the	  
housing	  game	  is	  a	  maxim	  of	  restraint	   in	  the	  pursuit	  of	  self-­‐interest.	  This	  maxim	  can	  be	  
summarized	  as	  “everyone	  has	  the	  right	  to	  make	  a	  buck”,	  or	  as	  Larry	  often	  puts	  it,	  “who	  
eats	  alone,	  dies	  alone”.	  
This	  moral	  order	  is	  not	  a	  cheap	  talk	  that	  has	  no	  practical	  efficacy.	  It	  is	  not	  a	  strict	  set	  of	  
rules	  that	  binds	  actions.	   It	  bends	  on	  the	  margins	  the	  economic	  actions	  of	  the	  clique,	   it	  
gives	   a	   style	   to	   the	   ordinary	   economic	   life	   of	   the	   housing	   game	   –	   and	   because	   it	   is	  
associated	   with	   an	   etiquette,	   a	   casuistic	   of	   civility	   and	   incivility,	   it	   is	   an	   experiential	  
envelope	   for	  who	   participates	   to	   the	   housing	  market	  with	   the	   clique	   (this	   last	   theme	  
encroaches	  on	  part	  III	  of	  this	  work).	  
Finally,	  there	  is	  a	  resemblance	  between	  the	  moral	  order	  of	  the	  housing	  game	  I	  shed	  light	  
on,	  and	  larger	  moral	  imperatives	  that	  have	  been	  documented	  in	  the	  ordinary	  life	  of	  low-­‐
income	   minority	   neighborhoods,	   from	   Stack’s	   All	   Our	   Kin	   (1974)	   to	   Pattillo-­‐McCoy’s	  
Black	   Picket	   Fences	   (1999)	   and	   Venkatesh’	   Off	   the	   Books	   (2006)	   and	   to	   Desmond’s	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Disposable	  Ties	   (2012).	   This	   similarity	   gives	  new	   insight	   into	  how	   the	   clique	   relates	   to	  
the	  local	  social	  life	  of	  the	  neighborhoods	  in	  which	  it	  operates.	  
*	  
The	   present	   part	   is	   divided	   in	   two	   chapters.	   Chapter	   4	   explores	   the	   category	   of	  
“Professional	  Tenant”.	  Chapter	  5	  explores	   the	  other	  categories	  of	   this	  moral	  universe,	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CHAPTER	  4:	  “THE	  PROFESSIONAL	  TENANT”	  
	  
INTRODUCTION	  
Following	  Larry	  in	  his	  economic	  life	  with	  the	  clique,	  one	  is	   immediately	  stricken	  by	  the	  
repetitive	  use	  of	  a	  few	  expressions	  to	  categorize	  and	  judge	  the	  people	  they	  work	  with,	  
for	  and	  against.	  A	  tenant	  may	  be	  “a	  professional	  tenant”,	  a	  landlord	  may	  be	  “too	  smart	  
and	   too	   stupid”,	   another	   tenant	  may	   “have	   the	   right	   to	  make	   a	   buck”,	   and	   someone	  
may	   just	   be	   “abusing	   the	   system”	  or	   “doesn’t	   know	  how	   to	   play	   the	   game”.	   In	   these	  
expressions,	   I	   argue,	   a	   moral	   order	   is	   articulated	   that	   delimits	   the	   kind	   of	   economic	  
actions	  that	  are	  permissible	  and	  sensible	   in	  particular	  situations,	  and	  the	  kind	  that	  are	  
not.	   This	   taxonomy	   that	   organizes	   the	   reality	   of	   the	   “housing	   game”	   in	   low-­‐income	  
minority	  neighborhoods	  according	  to	  categories	  that	  are	  not	  strictly	  economic,	  nor	  legal,	  
nor	   moral,	   but	   accumulate	   all	   three	   dimensions	   in	   a	   fashion	   that	   is	   far	   from	   fully	  
systematic.	  
At	   the	  center	  of	   this	  moral	  order	   lies	   the	   informal	  norm	  that	  “everyone	  has	  a	   right	   to	  
make	   a	   buck”,	   whether	   it	   is	   landlord,	   a	   real	   estate	   broker,	   or,	   even,	   a	   tenant.	   For	   a	  
landlord,	   it	   is	   the	  right	   to	  collect	   rent	  most	  of	   the	   time.	  For	  a	  broker,	   it	   is	   the	  right	   to	  
have	  a	  fee	  paid,	  at	  least	  in	  part.	  For	  a	  tenant,	  it	  is	  a	  right	  for	  a	  sizeable	  buy-­‐out	  paid	  in	  
case	   the	   tenant	   has	   been	   able	   to	   carve	  out	   a	   positive	   bargaining	  position.	   Everyone’s	  
monetary	  claim	  is	  restrained	  by	  others’	  right	  to	  make	  a	  buck.	  Someone	  who	  does	  take	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into	   account	   this	   informal	  maxim	  of	   restraint	   is	   seen	   as	   decent	   and	   as	   someone	  who	  
“knows	  how	  to	  play	  the	  game”.	  	  
By	   contrast,	   someone	  who	   is	  making	   extravagant	   demands,	   i.e.	   demands	   that	   do	   not	  
respect	   each	   party’s	   “right	   to	   make	   a	   buck”	   does	   not	   how	   to	   play	   the	   game.	   Such	  
landlord	  is	  seen	  as	  “too	  smart	  and	  too	  stupid”	  or	  “penny-­‐wise	  and	  pound-­‐foolish”.	  It	  is	  
often	   the	   attitude	  of	   a	   young	   and	   inexperienced	   landlord.	   It	   is	   the	   landlord	  who	   says	  
“the	  law	  is	  the	  law”	  and	  refuses	  to	  pay	  a	  buy-­‐out	  to	  a	  deserving	  tenant	  –	  whereas	  the	  
rules	   of	   the	   game	   are	   precisely	   that	   the	   law	   can	   be	   manipulated	   and	   bent	   on	   the	  
margins	  for	  one’s	  benefit.	  A	  “professional	  tenant	  who	  abuses	  the	  system”	   is	  the	  other	  
key	  moral	  figure	  illustrating	  someone	  who	  does	  not	  respect	  the	  maxim	  of	  restraint.	  It	  is	  
someone	  who	  stays	  put	  rent-­‐free	  for	  months,	  at	  the	  expense	  of	  the	  landlord.	  The	  maxim	  
of	  restraint	  creates,	  thus,	  a	  range	  of	  mutual	  acceptability	  of	  legitimate	  monetary	  claims.	  
It	  defines	  the	  moral	  order	  of	  the	  “housing	  game”.	  
The	  reciprocal	  rule	  “everyone	  has	  the	  right	  to	  make	  a	  buck”	   is,	  however,	  a	  conditional	  
rule.	  To	  be	  entitled	  to	  this	  right	  assumes	  that	  someone	  has	  been	  able	  to	  “play	  the	  game	  
right”	   –	   meaning,	   someone	   has	   been	   able	   to	   create	   a	   favorable	   bargaining	   position	  
against	  someone	  else.	  When	  facing	  someone	  who	  has	  not	  been	  able	  of	  constituting	  such	  
positive	   bargaining	   position,	   the	   maxim	   does	   not	   apply.	   An	   incompetent	   person	  
deserves	  to	  be	  exploited.	  A	  good	  and	  quiet	  tenant	  may	  receive	  a	  few	  hundred	  dollars	  to	  
vacate	   an	   apartment.	  Meanwhile,	   a	   tenant	  who	   is	   “smart	   enough”	   to	   “play	   the	   game	  
right”	   in	   a	   similar	   situation	   will	   legitimately	   receive	   between	   $25,000	   to	   $50,000.	  
Therefore,	   there	   is	  a	  Darwinian	   flavor	   to	   this	  moral	  order:	   if	   someone	   is	  able	   to	  carve	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out	   for	   oneself	   a	   positive	   position	   for	   negotiating,	   that	   someone	   is	   entitled	   to	   some	  
money,	  as	  long	  as	  the	  claim	  is	  reasonable	  and	  does	  not	  impair	  durably	  the	  other	  party’s	  
“right	  to	  make	  a	  buck”.	  
Theses	   analyzes	   are	   influenced	  by	   the	  notions	  of	   “moral	   economy”	  developed	  by	  E.P.	  
Thompson	   (1971)	   and	   James	   Scott	   (1977).	   I	   inherit	   and	   distance	   myself	   from	   their	  
similar	  approaches.	  I	  distance	  myself,	  because	  unlike	  E.P.	  Thompson	  and	  James	  Scott,	  I	  
do	  not	  rely	  on	  broad	  concepts	  such	  as	  “traditional	  economies”	  and	  “capitalist	  societies”.	  	  
Yet,	   I	   inherit	   more	   markedly	   from	   these	   authors	   than	   I	   take	   distance	   from	   them.	   I	  
excavate	   from	   a	   daily	   economic	   life	   the	   moral	   compass	   that	   differentiates	   between	  
legitimate	   economic	   relations	   and	   exploitive	   ones	   –	   however	   unusual	   this	   moral	  
compass	   may	   be	   for	   an	   outsider’s	   eyes.	   Individuals	   use	   moral	   categories	   to	   assess	  
whether	  particular	  economic	  actions	  are	  permissible	  or	  not;	  the	  degree	  of	  solidarity	  and	  
selfishness	   that	   is	  allowed;	   the	  minimum	  honesty	  and	   the	  maximum	  deception	   that	   is	  
legitimate.	   Too	   often	   sociologists	   have	   an	   irenic	   and	   positive	   outlook	   on	   the	   role	   of	  
morality	   in	   economic	   life.	   They	   often	   assimilate	   morality	   to	   harmonious	   economic	  
relationship	  and	   the	  creation	  of	  bonds	  of	   trust	   (Cook	  2001;	  Granovetter	  1985).	   In	   this	  
view,	  morality	  is	  depicted	  in	  a	  very	  positive	  light.	  Yet,	  moral	  categories	  are	  also	  meant	  to	  
exclude	   and	   disqualify	   (Lamont	   and	  Molnar	   2002).	  Moral	   categories	   enable	   trust	   and	  
solidarity	  through	  inclusion,	  and	  deception	  and	  incivility	  through	  exclusion.	  	  
The	  moral	  codes’	  functions	  of	  creating	  a	  dual	  world	  has	  been	  neglected	  in	  the	  study	  of	  
economic	  relationships.	  It	  is	  restored	  here.	  
*	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The	  present	  chapter	  focuses	  on	  the	  figure	  of	  “professional	  tenant”,	  and	  the	  next	  chapter	  
analyzes	  related	  moral	  categories,	  whose	  total	  combination	  forms	  a	  moral	  universe	  with	  
some	  coherence	  (but	  not	  full	  coherence).	  	  
“Professional	  tenant”	   is	  the	  cardinal	  category	  of	  the	  moral	  order	  of	  the	  housing	  game.	  
The	  professional	  tenant	  is	  the	  individual	  who	  is	  seen	  as	  abusing	  the	  rights	  granted	  to	  her	  
by	  law,	  pretending	  to	  be	  a	  victim	  of	  landlord’s	  abuse	  while	  being,	  in	  fact,	  the	  exploitive	  
side	   of	   the	   relationship.	   The	   oxymoronic	   nature	   of	   the	   category	   –	   a	   tenant	   is	   not	  
supposed	   to	   be	   a	   professional	   actor	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   –	   points	   to	   the	   ideas	   of	  
duplicity	   and	   ill	   will.	   Studying	   how	   this	   category	   is	   handled	   in	   everyday	   economic	  
relations,	  who	  gets	   labeled	  and	  who	  does	  not,	  gives	  early	  and	   immediate	   insights	   into	  
the	  folk	  distinction	  between	  the	  kinds	  of	  economic	  strategy	  that	  are	  informally	  accepted	  
as	  permissible	  and	  the	  kinds	  that	  are	  not.	  
The	  present	  chapter	  is	  divided	  in	  three	  sections.	  In	  the	  first	  section,	  I	  study	  what	  Larry	  
means	   by	   “professional	   tenant”.	   The	   emphasis	   is	   not	   only	   on	   the	   content	   of	   the	  
expression	   but	   also	   on	   the	   capacity	   of	   Larry	   to	   communicate	   its	   content	   to	   other	  
housing	  professionals.	  “Professional	  tenant”	  is	  a	  shared	  category	  of	  the	  housing	  market.	  
In	   the	   second	   section,	   I	   show	  how	  Larry	  directly	  participates	   to	   the	  production	  of	   the	  
behavior	   he	   labels	   as	   being	   the	   ones	   of	   a	   professional	   tenant.	   There	   is	   a	   form	   of	  
entrapment	   in	   Larry’s	   actions.	   It	   suggests	   that	   Larry	   exists	   as	   an	   economic	   actor,	  
because	  there	  are	  professional	  tenants.	  He	  is	  a	  solution	  to	  a	  problem	  –	  and	  therefore	  he	  
needs	  to	  produce	  regularly	  the	  problem.	  In	  the	  third	  section,	  I	  show	  that	  once	  someone	  
is	   labeled	   as	   a	   professional	   tenant,	   Larry	   and	   the	   landlord	   radicalize	   their	   behaviors,	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creating	  in	  return	  an	  incentive	  for	  the	  tenant	  to	  behave	  more	  and	  more	  like	  the	  figure	  of	  
the	  professional	  tenant.	  It	  reinforces	  the	  descriptive	  capacity	  of	  the	  category	  and	  leads	  
Larry	   and	   other	   housing	   professionals	   to	   think	   that	   all	   along	   the	   tenant	  was,	   had	   the	  
character	  of,	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  
The	   critical	   issue	  when	   studying	   “professional	   tenant”	   is	   to	   highlight	   the	   interactional	  
process	  through	  which	  this	  label	  comes	  to	  stick	  to	  a	  particular	  tenant	  (Becker	  1964).	  	  
	  
	  
WHAT	  IS	  A	  “PROFESSIONAL	  TENANT”?	  TWO	  CASES	  
During	  my	  fieldwork,	  the	  most	   illustrious	  “professional	  tenants”	  according	  to	  Larry	  are	  
Ben	   (chapter	   	   7);	   Weiner	   a	   tenant	   of	   Dr.	   Dwayne	   in	   a	   large	   coop	   building	   of	   Hell’s	  
Kitchen	   in	  Manhattan;	  a	   family	   in	  the	  apartment-­‐building	  that	  Susana	  Jackson	  and	  her	  
husband	  own	   in	  Brownsville;	   several	   tenants	   of	   Luis	   Borjas,	  who	   are	  mostly	   section	  8	  
tenants.	  The	  “professional	  tenant”	  is	  a	  recurring	  theme	  and	  figure	  in	  the	  economic	  life	  
of	  Larry	  and	  the	  housing	  market	  he	  strives	  in.	  	  
To	  introduce	  what	  Larry	  means	  by	  “professional	  tenant”	  I	  study	  two	  cases:	  one	  case	  is	  
between	   Weiner	   and	   Dr.	   Dwayne	   in	   Hell’s	   Kitchen;	   the	   other	   is	   between	   Susanna	  
Jackson’s	  and	  her	  tenant	  in	  Brownsville.	  These	  two	  cases	  are	  polar	  opposites.	  The	  case	  
of	   Dr.	   Dwayne’s	   tenant	   is	   linked	   to	   the	  massive	   gentrification	   that	   Hell’s	   Kitchen	   has	  
known	  after	   the	   revitalization	  of	  Times-­‐Square	   from	  1980s.	  By	  contrast,	  Brownsville	   is	  
one	   of	   the	   poorest	   neighborhoods	   in	   Brooklyn,	   and	   is	   arguably	   not	   touched	   by	  
gentrification,	  as	  of	  2010.	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WEINER	  A	  PROFESSIONAL	  TENANT	  IN	  A	  GENTRIFYING	  NEIGHBORHOOD	  
Dr.	  Dwayne	  is	  a	  distinguished	  old	  man,	  always	  wearing	  a	  suit	  when	  he	  goes	  to	  Housing	  
Court.	   He	   is	   soft-­‐spoken.	   He	   is	   a	   retired	   university	   professor	   who	   has	   taught	   in	   a	  
Jamaican	   university	   most	   of	   his	   life	   –	   hence	   a	   title	   that	   does	   not	   refer	   to	   a	   medical	  
degree	  but	  to	  a	  PhD	  in	  chemistry.	  Dr.	  Dwayne	  is	  also	  property	  owner	  who	  owns	  a	  few	  
buildings	  in	  the	  Bronx.	  He	  lives	  in	  the	  Bronx,	  but	  spends	  most	  of	  his	  summer	  in	  Jamaica	  
with	  his	  grown-­‐up	  children.	  His	  last	  purchase,	  however,	  is	  nine	  apartments,	  mostly	  one	  
and	   two-­‐bedroom,	   in	   an	   old	   co-­‐op	   building	   in	   the	  Manhattan	   neighborhood	   of	   Hell’s	  
Kitchen.	   It	   is	   a	   bold	   investment	   move.	   It	   aims	   at	   giving	   him	   a	   significantly	   greater	  
economic	  prosperity.	  	  
Hell’s	  Kitchen	  used	  to	  be	  populated	  by	  white	  ethnic	  immigrants	  around	  WWII	  and	  after.	  
Because	   of	   the	   proximity	   of	   Mid-­‐Town	   Manhattan	   and	   the	   revitalization	   of	   Times-­‐
Square	  from	  the	  1980s,	  Hell’s	  Kitchen	  is	  now	  beyond	  gentrification.	  It	  is	  an	  upper-­‐class	  
neighborhood	  inhabited	  by	  transient	  cosmopolitans.	  However,	  some	  buildings	  and	  some	  
apartments,	  are	  still	  embedded	   in	  pre-­‐gentrification	  economic	  circuits.	  This	   is	   the	  case	  
of	  most	  of	  the	  units	  that	  Dr.	  Dwayne	  has	  bought.	  They	  are	  rent-­‐stabilized	  apartments,	  
with	  tenants	  paying	  small	  rent48.	  	  
In	  comparison	  with	  the	  rents	  in	  Hells’	  Kitchen,	  the	  rent	  of	  these	  rent-­‐stabilized	  units	  are	  
tiny,	  and	  Dr	  Dwayne	  could	  expect	  to	  multiply	  the	  rent	  by	  three	  or	  four.	  To	  unlock	  this	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48	  As	  a	  general	  rule,	  apartments	  in	  coops	  are	  not	  rent-­‐stabilized.	  The	  only	  exceptions	  are	  when	  apartments	  were	  rent-­‐
stabilized	  before	  the	  building	  was	  transformed	  into	  a	  coop.	  This	  is	  the	  case	  here.	  Among	  the	  nine	  apartments	  that	  Dr.	  
Dwayne	  bought,	  I	  know	  at	  least	  two	  that	  are	  market	  rent	  and	  four	  rent-­‐stabilized	  apartment.	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monetary	  value,	  however,	  the	  apartments	  need	  to	  be	  deregulated,	  and	  before	  that	  the	  
tenants	  need	  to	  be	  evicted	  or	  to	  leave	  the	  apartment	  on	  their	  own.	  	  
Among	  the	  rent-­‐stabilized	  apartments,	  there	  is	  the	  apartment	  of	  “Weiner”,	  as	  Larry	  calls	  
him	  without	  the	  usual	  prefix	  “Mr.”	  or	  “Sir”	  through	  which	  Larry	  marks	  respect.	  Weiner	  is	  
a	  man,	  in	  his	  late	  50s.	  He	  has	  stopped	  paying	  rent	  because,	  he	  argues,	  the	  apartment	  is	  
not	   properly	   maintained.	   He	   is	   successfully	   fighting	   in	   court	   for	   a	   rent-­‐abatement	   of	  
100%.	  	  
Another	  tenant	  is	  Juliet	  Pastore.	  She	  has	  just	  moved	  out	  with	  a	  small	  buy-­‐out	  offered	  by	  
Larry.	  She	  now	  lives	  out	  of	  New	  York	  City.	  	  
Another,	  younger,	  tenant	  lives	  in	  an	  empty	  apartment.	  His	  name	  is	  Bogdani,	  his	  family	  is	  
from	  Albania.	  He	   lives	   in	   a	  dark	  and	   smelly	   apartment,	   shades	   closed	  all	   day,	  with	  an	  
impressive	  number	  of	  cats.	  He	  has	  not	  paid	  rent	  in	  two	  years	  according	  to	  Larry.	  Bogdani	  
is	  not	  on	  the	  lease,	  his	  uncle	  is.	  When	  Larry	  and	  I	  visit	  him,	  the	  young	  man	  says	  to	  Larry,	  
quite	  incoherently,	  that	  he	  is	  not	  the	  “pedophile,	  his	  uncle	  is”,	  without	  paying	  attention	  
to	  the	  fact	  that	  Larry	  came	  to	  tell	  him	  that	  he	  started	  a	  court	  procedure	  to	  evict	  him.	  	  
Finally,	  a	  woman	  in	  her	  70s,	  a	  former	  dancer-­‐singer	  lives	  a	  rent-­‐stabilized	  apartment	  on	  
the	  ground	  floor.	  She	  is	  a	  hoarder.	  Her	  one-­‐bedroom	  is	  full	  of	  items,	  trash	  and	  cats.	  She	  
has	   caused	   a	   small	   fire	   in	   her	   apartment.	   The	   coop	   board	   has	   deemed	   Dr.	   Dwayne	  
responsible,	  while	  he	  cannot	  evict	  her	  due	  to	  her	  age,	  her	  mental	  condition	  as	  a	  hoarder	  
and	  the	  fact	  she	  lives	  in	  a	  rent	  stabilized	  apartment.	  	  
These	   are	   the	   “problematic”	   tenants	   of	   Dr.	   Dwayne.	   They	   pay	   little	   or	   irregular	   rent,	  
they	   cause	  damages	   to	   the	  properties,	   they	   create	   hazard	   for	   the	  whole	   building.	  Dr.	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Dwayne	   turned	   to	  Miss	  Williams	   for	  advice.	  She	   referred	  him	   to	  Larry.	  As	  usual,	   Larry	  
imposes	   his	   lawyers	   Erin	   and	  Marie	   to	   Dr.	   Dwayne,	   who	   receives	   payments	   for	   their	  
work,	   while	   Larry	   works	   for	   free	   until	   he	   can	   get	   a	   commission	   on	   the	   sale	   of	   an	  
apartment	  or	  a	  building.	  
	  
LARRY	  AND	  RICHARD:	  TWO	  BUILDING	  MANAGERS	  TALK	  ABOUT	  WEINER	  
Two	  weeks	  after	  a	  confusing	  day	  in	  court	  against	  Weiner,	  which	  ended	  with	  a	  frustrating	  
adjournment	  for	  Dr.	  Dwayne,	  Larry	  goes	  to	  the	  coop	  building	  in	  Hell’s	  Kitchen.	  He	  needs	  
to	  take	  back	  keys	  that	  the	  Juliet	  Pastore	  has	  left	  for	  him.	  
Larry	  and	   I	  enter	  the	  massive	  building.	  There	   is	  a	  woman	  behind	  a	  desk	  who	  acts	  as	  a	  
doorman,	  taking	  names	  of	  people	  who	  get	  in	  and	  out	  the	  building.	  
“Hi	  there”	  Larry	  says	  with	  the	  informality	  of	  someone	  who	  owns	  the	  place	  “Don’t	  worry,	  
I	  come	  to	  pick	  up	  keys.	  Is	  Richard	  available?”	  
Richard	  is	  the	  building	  manager	  hired	  by	  the	  coop	  board.	  The	  woman	  at	  the	  desk	  asks	  
who	  is	  Larry.	  	  
With	  some	  smugness,	  Larry	  replies,	  
“I’m	  a	  nobody.	  Yes,	  tell	  Richard	  I’m	  a	  nobody.	  I’m	  Larry	  Nehmad.”	  	  	  
Without	  waiting	  for	  the	  woman	  at	  the	  desk	  to	  do	  her	  job,	  Larry	  goes	  behind	  the	  lobby	  
and	  knocks	  on	  a	  side	  door,	  the	  office	  of	  Richard.	  	  
Richard	  is	  in	  his	  office.	  Pointing	  at	  me,	  Larry	  says,	  
“That’s	  my	  assistant,	  Clement.	  Do	  you	  happen	  to	  have	  keys	  for	  [apartment]	  1007?”	  	  
“The	  occupant	  dropped	  them	  of?”	  asks	  Richard.	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“Yeah,	  I	  know.	  Pastore	  that’s	  her	  last	  name.”	  
The	   phone	  of	   Larry	   is	   ringing.	   	   It	   is	  Nicky,	   the	   assistant	   of	  Marie,	   the	   housing	   lawyer.	  
Larry	  answers	  it	  and	  he	  tells	  her:	  
“NO,	  NO,	  nobody	  is	  giving	  anyone	  a	  hard	  time.	  I	  am	  the	  one	  who	  decides.	  What	  about	  
Rodriguez	   vs.	   Luis	  Borjas?	  And	   Luis	  Borjas	   vs.	   Lazaro?	   I	  want	   that	   too.	  Make	   their	   life	  
miserable.	  And	  let’s	  not	  forget	  the	  Kays	  vs.	  Mr.	  Cooper!	  I	  want	  to	  serve	  him	  yesterday.	  I	  
want	  to	  him	  to	  have	  a	  heart	  attack	  and	  drop	  dead.	  I	  know	  I’m	  a	  nice	  guy,	  right?”	  
Larry	  laughs,	  and	  then	  he	  falls	  silent.	  
…	  
“Only	  the	  evil	  people,	  that’s	  all.”	  
…	  
“Thanks	  Nicky.”	  
Richard	  gives	  Larry	  Juliet	  Pastore’s	  set	  of	  keys.	  	  
“She	  moved	  out	  of	  New	  York.”	   Says	   Larry	   “She	   is	   sweetheart.	   I	   didn’t	   give	  her	  a	  hard	  
time.	  I	  love	  good	  tenants.	  I	  don’t	  like	  evil	  tenants.”	  
Richard	  gives	  him	  an	  unconvinced	  look.	  
“Excuse	  me	  I	  have	  a	  whole	  bag	  of	  [evil	  tenants]	  here.	  You	  would	  be	  proud	  of	  me,	  I	  met	  
Weiner	  two	  weeks	  ago	  [in	  court]”	  
“Hum?”	  asks	  Richard.	  
“He’s	  got	  that	  legal	  aid	  tall	  woman,	  she’s	  partner	  with	  Burnham.	  I’m	  in	  your	  face.	  What	  
a	  loud	  mouth	  I	  got.	  So	  I	  tell	  Weiner	  ‘You’re	  a	  professional	  [tenant],	  you’re	  a	  leech,	  you	  
haven’t	  paid	  your	  rent’.	  He	  hasn’t	  paid	  in	  a	  year!	  He	  wants	  a	  rent	  abatement	  of	  100%!”	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“A	   rent	   abatement	   of	   100%!”	   says	   Richard,	   laughing.	   “Why?	   Because	   he’s	   good	  
looking?”	  	  	  
“Good	  looking,	  did	  you	  see	  it?	  Good	  looking,	  please.”	  Larry	  laughs	  too.	  	  
More	  serious,	  he	  adds.	  
“I	  told	  [Weiner]	  he’s	  a	  leech,	  a	  professional.	  Remember	  [Dr.	  Dwayne]	  is	  a	  man	  who	  pays	  
taxes	  when	  you	  [Weiner]	  pay	  nothing.	  I	  offended	  everybody,	  included	  the	  attorney.”	  	  	  
Larry,	  who	  has	  now	  the	  full	  attention	  of	  Richard,	  keeps	  telling	  his	  day	  in	  court:	  
“I	  said	  [to	  Weiner	  and	  his	  lawyer]	  ‘listen	  let’s	  cut	  the	  bullshit.	  Tell	  me	  what	  it	  would	  take	  
to	  make	   everybody	   happy?	  How	  much	   for	   you	   to	   get	   the	   F_	   out?’	  Weiner	   says	   ‘Oh	   I	  
don’t	   know…’	   chunky	   [Weiner]	   sits	   next	   to	  me	   and	   I	   say,	   ‘I	   will	   spend	  my	   landlord’s	  
money	  like	  a	  drunken	  sailor,	  all	  the	  way	  up	  to	  the	  US	  Supreme	  Court’.”	  
To	  back	  up	  the	  claim	  that	  he	  is	  ready	  to	  spend	  all	  the	  money	  he	  needs	  to	  evict	  Weiner,	  
Larry	  says	  to	  Richard,	  
“Tracy	  Kendall	  was	  there.	  Do	  you	  know	  Tracy	  Kendall?	  We	  go	  back	  to	  30	  years.	  I	  lost	  a	  
case	  in	  housing	  court	  and	  we	  went	  to	  appellate	  division	  together.”	  	  
The	   day	   of	   the	   court	   appearance	   for	   Weiner’s	   case,	   Larry,	   Dr.	   Dwayne	   and	   I	   met	  
randomly	  Tracy	  during	  lunch	  break,	  in	  the	  streets	  close	  to	  the	  Housing	  Court.	  Excited	  by	  
the	  unexpected	  encounter,	  Larry	  briefed	  Tracy	  on	  the	  case	  of	  Dr	  Dwayne	  vs.	  Weiner.	  	  
Tracy	  Kendall	   is	  a	  legendary	  housing	  lawyer	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  He	  is	  a	  white,	  heavy-­‐set,	  
man	  who	  puts	  forth	  a	  somewhat	  English,	  old-­‐fashion,	  clothing	  style,	  but	  nothing	   in	  his	  
attire	   is	   impeccable.	   Tracy	   Kendall	   used	   to	   be	   a	   pro-­‐tenant	   lawyer.	   In	   the	   1980s	   he	  
decided	  to	  work	  on	  the	  side	  of	  landlords	  and	  real	  estate	  developers	  and	  to	  participate	  to	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the	   gentrification	   of	   Harlem.	   He	   met	   Larry	   at	   that	   time.	   As	   Larry,	   describes	   it,	   they	  
emptied	   out	   crack-­‐dens,	   squatted	   buildings,	   over-­‐crowded	   run-­‐down	   apartments,	   to	  
give	  place	  to	  capital	  reinvestment.	  Tracy	  Kendall	  was	  handling	  the	  court	  process,	  while	  
Larry	   was	   managing	   the	   contentious	   relationships	   with	   the	   displaced	   individuals	   and	  
families.	   Tracy	   and	   Larry	   were	   distributing	   buy-­‐outs	   as	   well	   as	   evicting	   recalcitrant	  
tenants.	   It	   is	   for	   Larry	   a	   golden	   age	   of	   the	   housing	  market,	  when	   rough	   relationships	  
where	  commonplace	  and	  when	  New	  York	  City	  was	  changing	  tremendously.	  
Tracy	  shares	  the	  same	  nostalgia	  as	  Larry.	  Tracy	  is	  still	  in	  awe	  in	  front	  the	  complexity	  and	  
the	   turpitudes	  he	   sees	   in	   the	  housing	  market	  of	  New	  York.	   Tracy	   told	   Larry	   and	   I	   the	  
story	  of	  a	  family	  who	  owns	  a	  hundred	  small	  buildings	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  The	  family	  leaves	  
all	   the	   apartments	   empty,	   because	   of	   the	   regulation	   and	   the	   hassles	   of	   dealing	   with	  
residential	   tenants.	   The	   family,	   Tracy	   told	   us,	   rents	   only	   the	   buildings’	   first	   floor	   to	  
stores,	  which	   are	   subject	   to	  more	  market-­‐oriented	   laws.	   The	   sheer	   “chutzpah”	  of	   the	  
family,	  the	  huge	  missing	  opportunity	  for	  income,	  the	  size	  of	  the	  assets	  and	  the	  wealth	  of	  
the	  family	  marvel	  both	  Larry	  and	  Tracy.	  	  
With	  Weiner	   and	   with	   Tracy	   Kendall,	   Larry	   revives	   a	   little	   bit,	   but	   in	   a	   very	   tiny	   and	  
degraded	  form,	  this	  glorious	  past.	  
But	  Richard	  does	  not	  know	  who	  is	  Tracy	  Kendall.	  He	  does	  not	  see	  the	  kind	  of	  experience	  
Larry	  has	  in	  mind	  and	  refers	  to.	  	  
Coming	  back	  to	  the	  topic	  at	  hands,	  Richard	  asks	  about	  Weiner:	  
“What	  is	  his	  claim?”	  	  
“He	  is	  not	  giving	  us	  access	  [to	  the	  apartment]”,	  says	  Larry,	  as	  if	  it	  were	  self-­‐explanatory.	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For	   housing	   professionals	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   of	   rent-­‐stabilized	   apartments,	   like	  
Richard,	  the	  mechanics	  that	  Larry	  evokes	   is	  so	  common	  there	   is	  no	  need	  to	  enter	   into	  
many	  details.	  The	  evocation	  of	  “rent	  abatement”	  and	  difficulties	  to	  “get	  access”	  point	  to	  
a	  regular	  kind	  of	  dispute	  between	  small	  landlords	  and	  tenants.	  	  
The	  general	  process	  to	  which	  Larry	  and	  Richard	  refer	  to	   is	  the	  following.	  The	  tenant	   is	  
claiming	   that	   repairs	  must	   be	   done	   in	   her	   apartment	   and	  has	   stopped	  paying	   rent	   to	  
force	   the	   landlord	   to	   do	   the	   repairs	   quickly.	   Then	   the	   tenant	   takes	   the	   landlord	   to	  
housing	   court	   based	   on	   the	   breach	   of	   the	   “implied	   warrant	   of	   habitability”,	   or	   he	   is	  
taken	   to	   court	   by	   the	   landlord,	  most	   often	   for	   “non-­‐payment”,	   depending	   “who	   shot	  
first”,	  i.e.	  who	  was	  the	  promptest	  in	  starting	  the	  legal	  proceedings.	  	  
The	  warrant	   of	   habitability	   is	   explicated	   by	   the	   Rent	  Guideline	   Board,	   one	   of	   the	   key	  
regulatory	  bodies	  of	  the	  rental	  housing	  market	  in	  New	  York	  City,	  as	  follows:	  
“Under	  the	  warranty	  of	  habitability,	  tenants	  have	  the	  right	  to	  a	  livable,	  safe	  and	  sanitary	  
apartment.	  This	   is	  a	  right	  that	   is	   implied	   in	  every	  written	  or	  oral	   residential	   lease.	  Any	  
lease	  provision	  that	  waives	  this	   right	   is	  contrary	  to	  public	  policy	  and	   is	   therefore	  void.	  
Examples	  of	  a	  breach	  of	  this	  warranty	  include	  the	  failure	  to	  provide	  heat	  or	  hot	  water	  on	  
a	  regular	  basis,	  or	  the	  failure	  to	  rid	  an	  apartment	  of	  an	  insect	  infestation.”49	  
The	  housing	  code	  distinguishes	  various	  kinds	  of	  violations	  according	  to	  their	  gravity	  (is	  it	  
life-­‐threatening	  to	  the	  tenant?)	  and	  the	  inconvenience	  it	  creates	  for	  the	  tenant	  (no	  heat	  
and	  hot	  water	  are	  critical	  amenities	  and	  are	  part	  of	  the	  most	  serious	  violations).	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49	  http://www.housingnyc.com/html/resources/attygenguide.html#13	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Withholding	  rent	   in	  response	  to	  a	  breach	  to	  the	  right	  to	  an	  habitable	  place	  and	  asking	  
for	  rent	  reduction	   is	   recognized	  as	  a	  normal	  course	  of	  action	  by	  the	  court,	  even	   if	   the	  
landlord	  keeps	  to	  right	  to	  sue	  the	  tenant	  for	  non-­‐payment	  of	  rent.	  	  It	  often	  creates	  two	  
sets	  of	  claims	  that	  go	  in	  opposite	  directions,	  from	  tenant	  to	  landlord	  and	  from	  landlord	  
to	   tenant.	   Heated	   arguments	   between	   the	   parties	   follow	   from	   these	   crossing	  
accusations.	  	  
Each	   party	   casts	   the	   other	   one	   in	   negative	   light	   and	   believes	   in	   its	   fundamental	  
dishonesty.	   A	   common	   claim	   for	   landlords	   is	   that	   tenants’	   claim	   for	   repairs	   is	   only	   a	  
façade.	   Tenants’	   aim	  would	   not	   be	   to	   get	   repairs	   done,	   but	   to	   get	   a	   rent	   reduction.	  
Therefore	  Landlords	  and	  building	  managers	  understand	  tenant’s	  behavior	  as	  a	  series	  of	  
strategic	   move	   meant	   to	   prevent	   the	   landlord	   from	   doing	   the	   repair,	   including	   “not	  
getting	  access”	  to	  the	  apartment	  –	  as	  Larry	  does	  with	  Wiener,	  and	  other	  “professional	  
tenants”.	  	  
Making	  this	  accusation,	  Larry	  is	  also	  paving	  the	  way	  for	  new	  set	  of	  legal	  proceedings	  to	  
evict	   the	  recalcitrant	   tenant.	  “Not	  giving	  access”	   is,	   indeed,	  a	  ground	   for	  eviction.	   It	   is	  
part	  of	  the	  several	  legal	  reasons	  unrelated	  to	  rent	  payment	  that	  a	  landlord	  can	  invoke	  to	  
evict	  a	  tenant.	  This	  proceeding	  is	  different	  from	  a	  “non-­‐payment”	  proceeding.	  It	  is	  called	  
a	  “holdover”.	  These	  are	  the	  two	  legal	  ways	  through	  which	  landlords	  can	  evict	  tenants.	  
They	   have	   different	   steps	   and	   different	   outcomes	   for	   the	   landlords,	   but	   it	   is	   often	  
possible	   to	   switch	   from	   one	   option	   to	   the	   other.	   Larry	   keeps	   weighting	   these	   legal	  
courses	  of	  action	  with	  Erin	  and	  Marie	  and	  with	  landlords.	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In	   just	   very	   few	  words,	   through	  many	  ellipses,	   Larry	   conveys	   this	   complexity,	  because	  
behind	  the	  idiosyncratic	  details,	  most	  cases	  in	  housing	  court	  look	  alike.	  	  
This	   regularity	   that	   is	   brought	   up	   with	   the	   legal	   framework	   in	   part	   explains	   the	  
emergence	  of	  broad	  folk	  categories	  such	  as	  “professional	  tenants”,	  “playing	  the	  game”,	  
“abusing	  the	  system”	  that	  are	  shorthand	  for	  complicated	  realities	  and	  relationships.	  
The	  only	  real	  surprise,	   is	  how	  daring	  Wiener	   in	  asking	  a	  rent	  reduction	  of	  100%	  to	  the	  
court.	  That	  is	  what	  makes	  him	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  
“He	  is	  abusing	  the	  system”,	  says	  Larry.	  	  
A	  professional	  tenant	  is	  someone	  who	  is	  seen	  as	  taking	  advantage	  of	  the	  legal	  system	  at	  
the	   expense	   of	   the	   landlord	   –	   here	   it	   is	   symbolized	   in	   the	   100%	   rent	   abatement	   that	  
Weiner	  asks	  for.	  It	  is	  where	  the	  label	  sticks.	  
WEINER	  WINS	  
A	   few	   weeks	   after	   this	   discussion,	   another	   court	   appearance	   takes	   place	   with	   Larry,	  
Marie,	  Dr.	  Dwayne,	  on	  one	  side,	  and	  Wiener	  and	  the	  lawyer	  from	  Burnham	  on	  the	  other	  
side.	  	  	  
When	  I	  arrive	  in	  court	  Larry	  tells	  me	  he	  is	  about	  to	  leave	  and	  he	  asks	  me	  to	  come	  with	  
him.	  He	  has	  been	  a	   “loud	  mouth”.	  But	   this	   time	   the	  proposition	   to	  negotiate	  about	  a	  
buy-­‐out,	  a	  proposition	  that	  Larry	  already	  made	  last	  time,	  is	  now	  accepted	  by	  Weiner.	  	  
Larry	  advises	  Marie	  and	  Dr.	  Dwayne	  to	  take	  Wiener	  and	  the	  lawyer	  to	  the	  diner	  across	  
the	  street,	  alone,	  without	  him.	  Larry	  believes	  his	  abrasive	  presence	  would	  prevent	  the	  
negotiations	  to	  start.	  Larry	  hopes	  that	  by	  not	  attending	  the	  meeting,	  the	  negotiation	  will	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unfold	  naturally	  until	  its	  logical	  conclusion,	  which	  as	  Larry	  has	  put	  it	  previously,	  is:	  “How	  
much	  does	  Wiener	  want	  to	  get	  the	  f_	  out	  of	  the	  apartment?”	  	  
Larry	   has	   also	   the	   idea	   that	  Wiener,	   being	   overweight,	   would	   be	   easier	   to	   negotiate	  
with,	   if	  he	   is	  eating	   food.	  Larry	  gives	  money	  to	  Dr.	  Dwayne	  to	  pay	   for	   the	   food	  at	   the	  
diner.	  
In	   the	  end,	  Wiener	  does	  not	   take	  a	  buy-­‐out.	  He	  agrees	   to	   resume	  paying	   rent,	  but	  an	  
abated	  rent	  until	  the	  repairs	  are	  all	  done	  and	  the	  back	  rent	  is	  diminished	  as	  well.	  Soon	  
Wiener	  will	  be	  a	  senior	  citizen,	  whose	  legal	  age	  is	  62,	  and	  will	  have	  more	  rights	  to	  stay	  
put	  than	  he	  has	  now,	  and	  his	  rent	  will	  have	  a	   lower	  rates	  of	   increase	  than	  other	  rent-­‐
stabilized	  apartments	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  	  
Unlocking	  the	  apartment’s	  entrapped	  value	  has	  failed	  –	  at	  least	  until	  Wiener	  changes	  his	  
mind	  and	  asks	  for	  a	  buy-­‐out,	  creating	  a	  new	  round	  of	  negotiations.	  
A	  few	  days	  after	  these	  negotiations,	  Larry	  tells	  to	  Andres	  the	  recent	  events	  in	  Weiner’s	  
case:	  
“I	  went	  to	  court	  with	  Weiner.	  Now	  we	  start	  to	  be	  civil.	  What	  a	  fucking	  yo-­‐yo!	  You	  know	  
what?	   He’s	   gonna	   beat	   the	   system.	   Because	   he	   is	   a	   professional	   tenant.	   He	   is	  
untouchable,	  because	  of	   the	   law.	  He	  pays	  $500	  a	  month.	  He	  sends	  me	  the	   lease	  with	  
UPS.	  It’s	  $15	  dollars,	  he’s	  gonna	  deduct	  it	  from	  the	  rent…	  I	  mean…”	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Larry	  does	  not	  finish	  his	  sentence.	  He	  sighs,	  and	  makes	  a	  face	  of	  quiet	  acceptance.	  After	  
being	   loud	  and	  aggressive,	   “in	  your	   face”	  and	  “extreme”	  by	  his	  own	  account,	  he	   feels	  
there	  is	  nothing	  else	  to	  do50.	  	  
SUSANA	  JACKSON	  IS	  FRUSTRATED	  BY	  THE	  LEGAL	  SYSTEM	  
The	  acquiescence	  of	  Larry	  and	  Dr.	  Dwayne	  at	   the	  end	  of	  a	  year	   long	  court	  battle	  with	  
Weiner	  stands	  in	  contrast	  with	  the	  anger	  that	  Susana	  Jackson	  feels	  against	  her	  tenant.	  	  
At	  the	  beginning	  of	  August	  2011,	  Larry,	  Marie,	  Susana	  and	  I	  are	  in	  Housing	  Court.	  	  
Susana	  wants	  to	  wait	  inside	  the	  courtroom	  for	  her	  case	  to	  be	  called	  by	  the	  judge.	  She	  is	  
anxious,	  she	  is	  afraid	  they	  miss	  the	  judge’s	  call	  if	  they	  wait	  outside	  the	  courtroom.	  The	  
judge	  sits	  in	  the	  courtroom,	  therefore	  it	  seems	  logical	  to	  Susana	  to	  wait	  there.	  	  
Larry	   and	   Marie	   never	   do	   that.	   They	   keep	   moving	   in	   and	   out	   the	   courtroom,	   while	  
Susana	  would	   like	   them	   to	   stand	   still.	   Larry	   and	  Marie’s	  main	   station	   is	   always	   in	   the	  
hallways	   of	   the	   courthouse,	   not	   in	   the	   courtroom.	   There	   is	   a	   collective	   life	   in	   the	  
hallways	  that	  they	  have	  learned	  to	  appreciate,	  to	  participate	  in,	  and	  to	  benefit	  from.	  The	  
demands	  of	  Susana	  prevent	  them	  from	  enjoying	  it	  and	  they	  do	  not	  abide	  by	  them,	  even	  
if	  they	  do	  not	  say	  so	  openly.	  	  
Larry	  gives	  me	  a	  role.	  He	  asks	  me	  to	  stay	  with	  Susana	  inside	  the	  courtroom.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50	  Gentrification	  is	  an	  uneven	  process,	  even	  in	  long-­‐ago	  gentrified	  areas	  such	  as	  Hell’s	  Kitchen	  or	  Greenwich	  Village	  in	  
Manhattan.	  There	  are	  always	  remnants	  of	  a	  pre-­‐gentrification	  economy	  in	  these	  upper-­‐class	  neighborhoods	  that	  once	  
welcomed	  immigrants	  and	  bohemians.	  Larry	  often	  finds	  work	  in	  these	  areas	  because	  there	  is	  always	  a	  landlord	  who	  
wants	  to	  evict	  a	  tenant	  using	  at	  once	  legal	  and	  informal	  techniques,	  at	  the	  lowest	  cost	  possible.	  The	  housing	  market	  
of	   Hells’	   Kitchen	   and	   Greenwich	   Village	   share	   some	   housing	   professionals,	   some	   tenants	   and	   some	   disputes	   with	  
Brownsville	  and	  Central	  Brooklyn,	  which	  are	  much	  poorer	  and	  more	  minority-­‐filled	  neighborhoods,	  and	  where	  Larry	  
usually	  operates.	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Inside	  the	  courtroom,	  Susana	  keeps	  asking	  me	  when	  her	  case	  would	  be	  judged,	  finding	  
the	  wait	  extremely	  long.	  I	  try	  to	  reassure	  her	  telling	  her	  that	  her	  turn	  will	  come	  in	  time	  
and	  the	  wait	  is	  always	  long.	  In	  court	  we	  always	  spend	  the	  morning	  and	  sometimes	  part	  
of	  the	  afternoon,	  unless	  we	  are	  lucky,	  I	  say.	  Susana	  is	  however	  frustrated	  by	  the	  attitude	  
of	  Larry	  and	  Marie.	  After	   less	  than	  two	  hours	  of	  wait	   in	  the	  courtroom,	  she	  decides	  to	  
leave	  the	  housing	  court,	  to	  stop	  wasting	  her	  time,	  and	  to	  let	  Larry	  and	  Marie	  handle	  the	  
case.	  
A	  week	  after,	  Susana	  goes	  to	  Marie’s	  office	  in	  downtown	  Brooklyn.	  She	  complains	  about	  
Marie	  and	  Larry’s	  attitude	  in	  court.	  Marie	  asks	  Nicky,	  her	  assistant,	  to	  call	  Larry	  so	  that	  
they	  can	  handle	  together	  Susana’s	  grievance.	  Marie	   thinks	  Larry	   is	  better	  at	  managing	  
Susana	   and	   more	   trusted	   than	   she	   is.	   But,	   Nicky	   cannot	   reach	   Larry,	   in	   spite	   of	   her	  
several	  attempts.	   Larry	  does	  not	  pick	  up	   the	  phone,	  whereas	  he	  always	  pick	  up.	  He	   is	  
avoiding	  the	  phone	  call.	  
When	  in	  the	  same	  afternoon,	  Larry	  and	  I	  pass	  by	  Marie’s	  office,	  as	  Larry	  does	  every	  two	  
or	   three	   days	   a	   week,	   Marie	   is	   playfully	   outraged	   by	   Susana’s	   attitude	   and	   Larry’s	  
cowardice:	  	  
“She	  is	  angry	  because	  she	  has	  bad	  tenants,	  but	  everyone	  has	  bad	  tenants!”	  Marie	  says.	  
She	  adds,	  “And	  you	  did	  not	   respond	  to	  my	  phone	  calls.	  Nicky	   tried	   to	  call	  you	  several	  
times!	  You	  always	  pick-­‐up	  the	  phone!”	  	  
“I	  didn’t	  respond	  because	  I	  knew	  it	  was	  about	  Susana!”	  replied	  Larry	  laughing.	  	  
Larry	  needs	   to	  be	  more	  present	  with	   Susana,	  pleads	  Marie.	  Marie	   thinks	   the	   landlord	  
takes	   too	   much	   of	   her	   time	   and	   energy	   and	   that	   Larry	   does	   not	   share	   the	   burden	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enough.	   Marie	   finds	   Susana’s	   rants	   against	   her	   tenant	   and	   against	   the	   legal	   system	  
exhausting.	  Besides,	  Susana’s	  grasp	  on	  the	  legal	  system	  is	  feeble.	  What	  Marie	  does	  not	  
notice,	   but	   that	   Larry	   is	   fully	   aware	   of,	   is	   that	   the	   lack	   of	   trust,	   pedagogy,	   and	   also	  
efficiency,	  are	  the	  most	  common	  complaints	  of	  small	  landlords	  against	  housing	  lawyers.	  
Larry	   reluctantly	  agrees	  with	  Marie.	  They	  both	  conclude,	  half-­‐joking,	  half-­‐serious,	   that	  
what	  Susana	  really	  needs	  is	  to	  get	  laid.	  
VISITING	  THE	  PROFESSIONAL	  TENNANT	  OF	  SUSANA	  
It	  is	  mid-­‐August,	  and	  to	  fulfill	  Larry’s	  promise,	  he	  and	  I	  are	  going	  on	  a	  Saturday	  morning	  
to	  visit	   the	   tenant	  with	  whom	  Susana	   is	   in	   conflict.	   It	   is	  an	   informal	  meeting	  with	   the	  
tenant.	  Larry’s	  aim	  is	  to	  better	  understand	  the	  recent	  sources	  of	  the	  conflict.	  The	  tenant	  
is	  making	  new	  claims	  against	  Susana	  about	  a	  breach	  “in	  the	  warrant	  of	  habitability”.	  
Because	  of	  the	  acrimony	  between	  the	  two	  parties	  and	  because	  Larry	  did	  not	  attend	  the	  
previous	   meeting	   in	   Marie’s	   office,	   Larry	   needs	   to	   see	   what	   is	   going	   on	   by	   talking	  
directly	  to	  the	  tenant.	  
Susana	  owns	  a	  massive	  eight-­‐family	  building	  in	  Brownsville.	  It	  is	  an	  imposing	  building	  at	  
the	   corner	   of	   two	   quiet	   streets,	   right	   across	   a	   school.	   Susana	   is	   in	   charge	   of	   the	  
management	  of	   the	  building,	  while	  her	  husband,	   James,	   a	   tall,	   taciturn,	   and	  very	   thin	  
man	  is	  in	  charge	  of	  maintenance	  and	  repairs,	  on	  the	  side	  of	  his	  two	  other	  jobs.	  Judging	  
by	   their	   accent,	   the	   Jacksons	   are	   both	   immigrants	   from	   the	   West	   Indies.	   They	   are	  
probably	  in	  their	  mid	  50s	  and	  they	  have	  a	  daughter	  in	  a	  college	  upstate	  NY,	  studying	  to	  
become	  an	  engineer.	  They	  are	  extremely	  proud	  of	  her.	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On	  the	  building’s	  doorstep	  Larry	  rings	  the	  bell,	  several	  times.	  But	  nobody	  replies	  to	  our	  
call.	  	  
“This	  story	   is	  gonna	  end	   in	  a	  blood	  bath”,	  Larry	  tells	  me.	  “One	  day	  someone	  will	  have	  
something	  in	  hand,	  a	  hammer,	  a	  shovel,	  whatever	  and	  someone	  will	  be	  beaten	  up.	  And	  
you	   know	   who’s	   gonna	   be	   the	   responsible	   for	   it?	   The	   system,	   because	   the	   system	  
enables	  tenant	  to	  abuse	  of	  their	  rights”	  
Behind	  us	  someone	  asks	  us	  with	  the	  inquisitive	  tone,	  “Who	  are	  you?”	  	  
We	   turn	   and	  we	   see	   a	   thin	   tall	   black	  man,	   with	  massive	   trash	   bags	   in	   hands.	   This	   is	  
James,	  Susana’s	  husband.	  Larry	  laughs	  and	  says.	  
“Larry.	  You	  don’t	  replace	  me,	  do	  you?	  I’m	  looking	  for	  Susana”.	  
“Yeah,	  yeah,	  I	  recognize	  you”,	  says	  James.	  	  
“She	  was	  supposed	  to	  be	  here…?”,	  says	  Larry,	  asking	  for	  more	  information.	  
Larry	  waits	   in	  vain.	  Noticing	  he	  will	  not	  have	  an	  answer,	  Larry	   introduces	  me	  to	  James	  
and	  explains	  the	  purpose	  of	  the	  visit.	  
“This	   is	  my	  understudy,	  Clement.	  We’re	  here	   to	  meet	   the	   tenant	  on	   the	  second	   floor,	  
that	  bitch”.	  
James,	   with	   very	   few	   words,	   let	   us	   enter	   and	   direct	   us	   straight	   to	   the	   tenant’s	  
apartment.	   In	   the	   stairs	   Larry	   tells	  me	   it	   is	   good	   I	   am	   here	   because	   I	   can	   serve	   as	   a	  
witness,	  in	  case	  the	  tenant	  makes	  false	  accusations	  against	  him.	  	  
We	  ring	  at	  the	  door	  and	  a	  black	  woman	  in	  nightgown	  opens	  up.	  Larry	  politely	  starts	  the	  
conversation	  while	  James	  stays	  silent.	  Larry	  asks	  the	  tenant	  what	  she	  complains	  about.	  
They	   have	   already	   seen	   each	   other	   in	   court	   two	  weeks	   before,	   and	   it	   seems	   there	   is	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something	  new.	  The	  tenant	  says	  it	  is	  about	  the	  refrigerator.	  Larry	  carefully	  asks	  if	  we	  can	  
enter	   the	   apartment.	   We	   enter	   and	   we	   are	   right	   in	   her	   kitchen.	   She	   points	   to	   the	  
refrigerator	  that	  seems	  new.	  She	  says	  the	  freezing	  compartment	  is	  not	  big	  enough	  and	  
not	  tall	  enough.	  The	  tenant’s	  husband	  shows	  up	  and	  says	  that	  indeed	  the	  previous	  one	  
was	  a	  bigger.	  They	  complain	  that	  they	  cannot	  put	  enough	  food	  in	  it	  and	  that	  they	  cannot	  
have	  their	  family	  around	  anymore	  because	  of	  it.	  	  
Larry	  asks	  how	  big	  was	  the	  previous	  refrigerator.	  The	  tenant	  approaches	  to	  refrigerator	  
and	  indicates	  with	  their	  hands	  a	  margin	  of	  maybe	  four	  inches	  on	  each	  side	  and	  on	  top.	  
Overall	   it	   gives	   the	   impression	   that	   they	   used	   to	   have	   a	   slightly	   bigger	   freezing	  
compartment.	  	  
James	  intervenes	  for	  the	  first	  time.	  He	  says	  that	  he	  works	  two	  jobs,	  almost	  sixteen	  hours	  
a	  day.	  When	  the	  previous	  refrigerator	  broke	  up	  he	  went	  to	  the	  store,	  immediately	  after	  
his	  second	  job	  of	  the	  day.	  He	  picked	  up	  a	  new	  refrigerator	  that	  seemed	  identical	  to	  the	  
broken	   one.	   He	  made	   the	  mistake	   of	   taking	   a	   smaller	   one,	   because	   he	  was	   tired.	   He	  
turns	  to	  me	  and	  says	  apologetically	  “you	  know	  sixteen	  hours	  a	  day,	  I	  was	  tired	  I	  didn’t	  
pay	  attention”.	  
Larry	   is	  visibly	  pissed	  off.	  With	  a	  steely	   look,	  he	  asks	  the	  tenants	  not	  to	  make	  another	  
request	   for	   something	   so	   trivial.	   On	   the	   wall	   of	   the	   kitchen,	   hung	   a	   small,	   framed,	  
reproduction	  of	  Leonardo	  daVinci’s	  fresco	  of	  The	  Last	  Supper.	  Larry	  says:	  
“Listen	  to	  me,	  make	  a	  promise	  to	  me”	  pointing	  to	  the	  painting	  “on	  his	  head,	  swear	  that	  
all	  this	  nonsense	  is	  gonna	  end,	  please.”	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The	  tenant	  replies	  she	  does	  not	  want	  any	  nonsense.	  For	  them	  the	  refrigerator	  is	  not	  a	  
non-­‐sense,	  because	  their	  family	  life	  relies	  on	  it.	  
Without	  further	  discussion,	  we	  exit	  the	  apartment.	  In	  the	  stairs,	  Larry	  says	  loudly:	  
“This	   cunt	   has	   a	   painting	   of	   the	   Last	   Supper.	   This	   is	   nonsense.	   She	   should	   live	   by	  His	  
word	  instead	  of	  abusing	  the	  system.”	  
We	  are	  going	  down	  to	  Susana	  and	  James’	  apartment	  on	  the	  building’s	  ground	  floor.	  It	  is	  
an	  extremely	  neat	  apartment	  and	  it	  smells	  great	  cooking.	  	  
“Oh	   you’re	  wife	   can	   cook,	   I	   can	   smell	   that!”	   James	  mumbles	   something	   in	   response.	  
Larry	  gives	  James	  $1000	   in	  cash.	  The	  tenant	  gave	  this	  money	  after	  the	  stipulation	  was	  
signed	  the	  day	  in	  court	  in	  early	  August	  –	  the	  day	  Susana	  left	  early.	  It	  is	  part	  of	  the	  back	  
rent	   that	   the	   tenant	  owes	  and	   it	   is	   part	  of	   a	  negotiated	  payment	  plan	  with	   Larry	   and	  
Marie.	  James	  counts	  the	  money	  in	  silence.	  Soon	  after	  Larry	  and	  I	  leave.	  
Meeting	   the	   tenant,	   Larry	   has	   realized	   that	   the	   tenant	   will	   use	   the	   argument	   of	   the	  
refrigerator	  to	  suspend	  the	  payment	  plan.	  Larry	  says	  to	  me:	  
“You	  see,	  the	  husband	  is	  very	  calm,	  everything	  is	  inside	  him,	  but	  one	  day	  everything	  is	  
gonna	  come	  out	  and	  he	  will	  get	  so	  furious	  that	  it’s	  gonna	  bad,	  very	  bad.”	  
A	  SMALL	  VICTORY	  IN	  COURT	  FOR	  THE	  TENANT	  
Ten	   days	   after,	   at	   the	   end	   of	   August	   2010,	   Larry	   receives	   a	   phone	   call	   from	   Susana	  
Jackson.	  She	  is	  telling	  him	  she	  has	  just	  received	  a	  phone	  call	  from	  Marie.	  The	  tenant	  did	  
“an	  order	  of	  show	  cause”	  said	  Marie.	  Susana	  is	  not	  sure	  what	  it	  means,	  how	  it	  works.	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“Susana,	  listen	  to	  me,”	  says	  Larry	  “[the	  tenant]	  can	  show	  cause	  as	  many	  times	  as	  a	  judge	  
will	  allow	  it.	  When	  she	  does	  a	  show	  cause	  motion,	  then	  we	  have	  to	  deny	  it51.”	  	  
Larry	  speaks	  with	  the	  tone	  of	  a	  pedagogue.	  Susana,	  on	  the	  other	  side,	  is	  worried.	  	  
“Let	  me	  call	  Nicky	  and	  I	  call	  you	  back”,	  Larry	  says.	  Nicky	  is	  the	  assistant	  of	  Marie.	  	  
“An	  inquest?”	  says	  Larry.	  “Let	  me	  find	  out.	  Let	  me	  call	  Marie	  to	  see	  of	  she	  picks	  it	  up.”	  	  
Susana	  does	  not	  understand	  what	  is	  going	  on	  right	  now	  in	  housing	  court.	  Marie	  told	  her	  
“inquest”	   and	   “order	   of	   show	   cause”,	   but	   for	   Susana	   the	  meaning	   of	   these	   words	   is	  
unclear.	  Larry	  hangs	  up	  with	  the	  promise	  he	  will	  clarify	  the	  situation	  with	  Marie.	  	  
Larry	  says	  flatly:	  
“Susana	  Jackson	  is	  angry.”	  	  	  
Larry	   waits	   ten	   to	   fifteen	  minutes.	   He	   does	   not	   try	   to	   call	  Marie,	   as	   he	   promised	   he	  
would	  do.	  He	  makes	  various	  unrelated	  phone	  calls,	  and	  then	  he	  calls	  back	  Susana.	  
“Susana,	  don’t	  get	  nervous.”	  Says	  Larry	  “[Marie]	   is	   in	  court.	  Try	  to	  stay	  cool,	  calm	  and	  
collected.	  Would	  you?	  If	  you	  have	  the	  urge	  to	  do	  anything	  call	  me.	  You	  can	  always	  abuse	  
of	  me,	  physically,	  emotionally	  psychologically,	  all	  right?	  We’re	  up	  against	  a	  bitch,	  that’s	  
all.	  We’re	  gonna	  deny	  the	  motion.”	  
…	  
“It’s	  enough,	  it’s	  costing	  you	  a	  fortune.	  Listen.	  I’ll	  bring	  Clem	  with	  me	  as	  a	  witness.	  I	  have	  
it	  in	  my	  diary.”	  	  
…	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51	  An	  order	  to	  show	  cause	  in	  New	  York	  is	  a	  kind	  of	  motion	  (a	  demand	  for	  action)	  made	  to	  the	  court	  by	  one	  party.	  It	  is	  
characterized	  by	  its	  easiness	  and	  quickness,	  in	  comparison	  to	  a	  more	  common	  motion.	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“No	  that’s	  not	  right,	  because	  you	  need	  to	  have	  permission	  to	  tape.	  And	  you	  don’t	  want	  
to	   spook	   them	   either.	   Try	   to	   calm	   down.	   Listen,	   if	   you	   need	   to,	   go	   downstairs	   and	  
scream	  at	   the	   top	  of	  your	   lungs.	   Listen	   to	  me,	  are	  you	  all	  alone	   in	  your	  house?	   If	  you	  
have	  the	  urge,	  go	  downstairs	  and	  scream	  at	  the	  top	  of	  your	  lungs.	  Let	  me	  talk	  to	  [Marie]	  
and	  I	  catch	  you	  later.”	  	  	  
Larry	  hangs	  up.	  	  
“They’re	  all	  wacked,	  the	  system	  is	  wacked”,	  he	  says	  to	  me.	  
Larry	  does	  not	   investigate	   in	  detail	  what	  happened	   in	   court	   this	  morning,	   because	  he	  
basically	  understands	  what	  is	  going	  on.	  The	  tenant	  made	  an	  “order	  to	  show	  cause”.	  The	  
party	  who	  is	  doing	  a	  show	  cause	  is	  trying	  to	  re-­‐open	  in	  extremis	  a	  case	  that	  is	  about	  to	  
be	  settled.	  It	   is	  unclear	  whether	  Susana’s	  tenant	  has	  used	  the	  “freezing	  compartment”	  
argument	   for	   her	   show	   cause.	   For	   Larry	   it	   does	   not	   matter.	   The	   judge	   accepted	   her	  
argument	   and	   they	   are	   now	   back	   to	  where	   they	  were	   a	  month	   ago.	   In	   addition,	   the	  
tenant	   did	   not	   show	   up	   in	   court	   this	  morning,	  which	   is	   called	   an	   “inquest”.	   It	   delays	  
further	  the	  moment	  when	  the	  argument	  of	  Marie	  will	  be	  made	  against	  the	  show	  cause.	  
It	   confirms	   what	   Larry	   has	   discovered	   when	   he	   visited	   the	   tenant	   on	   Saturday:	   the	  
tenant	  is	  “a	  professional	  tenant”.	  	  
Dr.	   Dwayne	   and	   Susana’s	   tenants	   are	   two	   cases	   of	   what	   Larry	   and	   other	   housing	  
professional	   call	   “professional	   tenants”.	   Indeed,	   Larry	   is	   not	   the	   only	   one	   to	   use	   the	  
expression.	   A	   quick	   search	   on	   the	   Internet	   reveals	   that	   many	   websites	   of	   housing	  
lawyers	  use	  the	  expression.	  One	  attorney	  states	  on	  his	  website:	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“A	   ‘Professional	   Tenant’	   is	   a	   tenant	   who	   ‘knows	   how	   to	   work	   the	   system’	   by	   taking	  
advantage	  of	  select	  protections	  in	  the	  law	  to	  live	  rent	  free.”52	  	  
Another	  one	  describes:	  
“I’m	  talking	  to	  more	  and	  more	  landlords	  who	  are	  dealing	  with	  tenants	  who	  understand	  
the	  system	  so	  well,	  they	  work	  it	  to	  get	  months	  of	  free	  rent.	  These	  tenants	  have	  gone	  pro	  
at	   abusing	   the	   system	   and	   using	   whatever	   methods	   they	   can	   to	   take	   advantage	   of	  
sympathetic	   landlords	   and	  either	   avoid	  being	   evicted	  or	   simply	   stall	   and	  drag	  out	   the	  
eviction	  process	  and	  in	  doing	  so	  stay	  rent	  free	  for	  as	  long	  as	  possible.”53	  
A	   journalist-­‐blogger	   for	   the	  Star-­‐Ledger	  made	  a	  portrayal	  of	  a	  “professional	   tenant”	   in	  
Newark,	  NJ,	  starting	  with	  the	  following	  catchy	  lines:	  
“He	   looks	   like	  an	  attorney	   in	  his	  crisp	  gray	  suit,	  white	  shirt	  and	  red	  patterned	  tie.	  Not	  
only	  does	  he	  dress	   the	  part,	  Mark	  Newton	  knows	   the	   law.	   […]	  His	   specialty?	  Avoiding	  
eviction.”54	  
For	  Larry,	  for	  Dr.	  Dwayne	  and	  Susana,	  for	  these	  attorneys	  and	  for	  the	  journalist	  of	  the	  
Star	  Ledger,	  the	  professional	  tenant	  is	  someone	  with	  a	  peculiar	  set	  of	  competences.	  The	  
professional	   tenant	   is,	   first,	   one	  who	   knows	   how	   to	   skillfully	   play	   with	   the	   boundary	  
between	  the	  use	  and	  abuse	  of	  tenants’	  rights	  –	  and	  doing	  so,	  it	  is	  someone	  who	  disrupts	  
durably	  the	  flow	  of	  economic	  exchanges	  in	  the	  housing	  market.	  In	  the	  representation	  of	  
the	   professional	   tenant,	   this	   competence	   is	   an	   outstanding	   one,	   an	   exaggerated	   one.	  
The	  professional	  tenant	  is	  seen	  as	  someone	  of	  great	  prowess.	  Susana	  is	  at	  once	  terribly	  
angered	  and	  bewildered	  at	   the	  capacity	  of	  her	   tenant	   to	   find	  new	  reasons	  not	   to	  pay	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rent.	  She	  is	  at	  lost	  with	  an	  essential	  legal	  terminology,	  while	  her	  tenant	  is	  ahead.	  Larry	  is	  
discouraged	   by	   Wiener’s	   strong	   position.	   Even	   with	   the	   legendary	   Tracy	   Kendall	   at	  
Larry’s	  side,	  Wiener	  beats	  the	  system.	  
Second,	   the	   detailed	   descriptions	   of	   people	  who	   are	   labeled	   professional	   tenant	   also	  
reveal	  the	  label	  is	  a	  moral	  category.	  The	  professional	  tenant	  is	  someone	  of	  ill	  will.	  There	  
are	  several	  direct	  and	   indirect	  references	  to	  the	  common	  virtues	  that	  the	  professional	  
tenants	  do	  not	  respect.	  The	  key	  moral	  failure	  of	  the	  professional	  tenant	  is	  duplicity.	  The	  
professional	  tenant	  poses	  as	  a	  victim,	  whereas	  she	  has	  the	  upper	  hand	  on	  the	  landlord.	  
Susana’s	  tenant	   is	   for	  Larry	  un-­‐Christian.	  The	   journalist’s	  writing	   introduces	  the	  tenant	  
from	  Newark	  almost	  like	  a	  super-­‐villain,	  disguising	  evil	  in	  plain	  clothes.	  	  	  
Finally,	   the	  professional	   tenant	   is	   seen	  all	   the	  more	  as	   a	   villain,	   in	  which	  great	  power	  
comes	  with	   ill	  will,	   that	   she	   stops	   a	   upward	   social	   trajectory	   and	   strategy	   that	   comes	  
with	  being	  a	  small	  landlord	  owning	  cheap	  low-­‐income	  housing	  units.	  For	  Dr.	  Dwayne	  the	  
professional	  tenant	  stands	  in	  the	  way	  to	  prosperity	  out	  of	  the	  Bronx’s	  housing	  market	  of	  
small	  property	  owner;	  for	  Susana	  and	  her	  husband	  the	  professional	  tenant	  stands	  in	  the	  
way	   to	   a	   truly	  middle-­‐class	   life-­‐style,	   where	   ascetic	   attitudes	   can	   be	   finally	   relaxed	   –	  
hence	   the	  mocking	   comments	   about	   Susana	   who	   needs	   to	   get	   laid	   or	   the	   repressed	  
violence	  of	  her	  husband	  James.	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BECOMING	  A	  PROFESSIONAL	  TENANT	  
I	   am	   interested	  here	   in	  how	   situations	   are	   set-­‐up	  by	   the	   landlord-­‐side	   so	   that	   certain	  
behaviors	   are	   expected	   and	   form	   the	   basis	   of	   a	   requalification	   of	   the	   tenant	   into	   a	  
“professional	  tenant”.	  The	  successful	  labeling	  of	  “professional-­‐tenant”	  assumes	  and	  set-­‐
up,	  a	  response	  and	  the	  purposeful	  discarding	  of	  the	  initial	  set-­‐up.	  	  
The	   process	   looks	   like	   a	   form	   of	   bad	   faith,	   an	   entrapment	   that	  would	   ignore	   its	   own	  
mechanics.	   The	   notion	   of	   professional	   tenant	   can	   only	   be	   succesfully	   used	   by	   Larry	  
because	  the	  hints	  and	  manipulations	   that	   lie	   in	  part	  at	   the	  roots	  of	   tenants’	  behavior,	  
hints	  and	  manipulation	  that	  call	  for	  but	  do	  not	  determinate	  the	  tenant’s	  response,	  can	  
at	   once	   be	   forgotten	   and	   justify	   a	   diagnosis	   of	   the	   tenant’s	   inner	   character	   as	   a	  
“professional	  tenant”.	  
On	  a	  Saturday	  morning,	  just	  before	  9:30	  am,	  Larry	  and	  I	  meet	  Clarence.	  Clarence	  owns	  
two	   eight-­‐family	   buildings	   located	   in	   a	   street	   near	   a	   gentrifying	   avenue	   of	   central	  
Brooklyn.	   Clarence	   bought	   the	   buildings	   in	   the	   early	   1970s,	   a	   few	   years	   after	   he	  
immigrated	   to	   the	   US	   from	   Jamaica.	   Clarence	   is	   a	   cousin	   of	   Miss	   Williams.	   She	  
introduced	  Clarence	  to	  Larry.	  	  
We	  meet	  in	  an	  empty	  apartment	  that	  Clarence	  needs	  to	  rent	  out.	  Larry	  quickly	  checks	  it	  
out	  before	  getting	  to	  the	  real	  order	  of	  business	  of	  the	  day.	  Clarence	  shows	  Larry	  some	  
papers	  from	  the	  Building	  Department	  showing	  a	  violation	  that	  has	  not	  been	  repaired	  in	  
due	  time.	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Associated	   to	   the	   violation	   from	   the	  building	  department,	   is	   a	   letter	   from	   the	   tenant.	  
The	   tenant	   makes	   the	   claim	   that	   various	   repairs	   and	   amenities	   are	   needed	   in	   the	  
apartment	  she	  rents.	  	  
Larry	  writes	  on	  his	  lap	  a	  counter-­‐claim	  to	  the	  tenant.	  
As	  if	  dictating	  to	  himself	  the	  letter,	  Larry	  says:	  
“Respondent	  [i.e.	  Clarence,	  the	  landlord]	  agrees	  that	  the	  apartment	  needs	  painting,	  ok.	  
It	  needs	  cabinet,	  ok.	  It	  needs	  bedroom’s	  and	  bathroom’s	  ceiling,	  ok.	  And	  exterminator,	  
ok	  that’s	  standard.”	  
Larry	  seems	  to	  agree	  with	  everything	  with	  what	  the	  tenant’s	  claim.	  Turning	  to	  Clarence,	  
He	  says:	  
“If	  she	  doesn’t	  let	  you	  in	  [the	  apartment],	  forget	  it!”	  
We	  are	  climbing	  one	  flight	  up	  to	  the	  apartment	  the	  tenant	  rents.	  	  
Larry	  knocks	  heavily,	  almost	  bangs,	  on	  the	  door,	  as	  if	  he	  was	  the	  police.	  
We	  wait	  for	  a	  few	  seconds.	  
“I’m	  gonna	  leave	  a	  note.”	  
While	  writing	  the	  note	  “please	  call…”,	  Larry	  hears	  something	  inside	  the	  apartment.	  	  
“There’s	  somebody	  in	  there”,	  he	  says.	  
Larry	  bangs	  even	  louder	  and	  longer	  on	  the	  door.	  Nobody	  responds.	  He	  keeps	  writing	  the	  
note	  “…	  to	  do	  the	  repairs”.	  
Larry	  thinks	  he	  hears	  again	  some	  noise	  inside	  the	  apartment.	  He	  speaks	  loudly,	  so	  that	  if	  
someone	  is	  behind	  the	  door,	  watching	  or	  waiting,	  that	  someone	  can	  hear	  him,	  as	  if	  he	  
was	  talking	  to	  Clarence.	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“You	  know	  what?	  You	  know	  what’s	  gonna	  happen	  to	  her?	  We’re	  gonna	  evict	  her.	  She	  is	  
playing	  the	  game.”	  
Larry	  bangs	  on	  the	  door	  again.	  
We	  are	  leaving	  the	  note	  and	  we	  are	  going	  downstairs,	  in	  the	  streets.	  
Outside	  Larry	  tells	  me,	  pointing	  to	  the	  window	  of	  the	  apartment.	  	  
“Look	   at	   these	   bricks.	   We	   need	   to	   take	   them	   out	   of	   there,	   if	   something	   falls	   on	  
someone’s	  head	  guess	  who’s	  responsible?”	  
Larry	   is	  creating	  a	   imminent	  danger	  and	   therefore	  a	   reason	   to	  get	   into	   the	  apartment	  
without	  the	  permission	  of	  the	  tenant.	  
Turning	  to	  Clarence	  
“Call	  the	  cops,	  tell	  them	  there	  is	  a	  bitch	  that	  refuses	  to	  let	  us	  in”	  
Clarence	  hesitates.	  	  	  	  
“Go	  upstairs	  see	  if	  the	  tenant	  is	  there.	  You	  want	  me	  to	  call	  911?”	  
Clarence	  looks	  on	  the	  ground.	  	  
“There’re	  bricks”,	  he	  says.	  
“Yes,	   there’re	  bricks.”	  Replies	   Larry	  ”If	   they	   fall	  on	  somebody’s	   fucking	  head,	  what	  do	  
you	  think	  is	  gonna	  happen?”	  
Larry	  is	  on	  the	  phone	  with	  911.	  	  
“612	  __	   street.	   It’s	  not	   really	  an	  emergency,	  but	   I	  didn’t	  know	  whom	  to	  call.	   I	  need	  a	  
police	  officer	  to	  come,	  because	  a	  tenant	  is	  refusing	  access	  to	  the	  landlord	  and	  there	  are	  
bricks	  that	  are	  falling”	  
…	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“Nehmad,	   N-­‐E-­‐H-­‐M-­‐A-­‐D,	   I	   am	   the	   property	  manager.	   I’m	   in	   front	   of	   the	   building	   the	  
building	  is	  right	  there,	  Clarence	  Williams.”	  
…	  
“Yes.	  Thank	  you.”	  
Larry	  hangs	  up.	  He	  explains	  to	  Clarence	  he	  wanted	  to	  go	  on	  record	  with	  the	  police	  for	  
the	  next	  time	  he	  goes	  in	  court	  against	  the	  tenant.	  He	  takes	  pictures	  of	  the	  bricks.	  
“I	  already	  knows	  the	  scenario”,	  says	  Larry	  to	  Clarence.	  
We	  are	  going	  back	  inside	  the	  building.	  Larry	  knocks	  on	  the	  door	  again.	  This	  time,	  a	  black	  
teenager	  opens	  the	  door.	  
“How	  are	  you?	  My	  name	  is	  Larry	  Nehmad.	  How	  you’re	  doing?”	  
“Good	  thanks.”	  Responds	  the	  teenager.	  
“You	  need	   to	   give	   us	   access	   to	   repair	   this	   violation	   that	   the	  Building	  Department	   has	  
sent	  us.	  I	  know	  I’m	  having	  difficulties	  with	  your	  mother,	  correct?	  We	  were	  in	  court	  the	  
other	  day.	  We	  delayed	   it.	  Will	   you	   let	  us	   in	   to	  do	   the	   repairs,	   or	  we’ll	   go	  back	   to	   the	  
judge	  and	  do	  it?”	  
The	  mother	  of	   the	  young	  man	  appears	   through	  the	  door.	  The	  teenager	  now	  stands	   in	  
the	  back.	  A	  second	  woman,	  much	  younger,	  probably	  in	  her	  early	  twenties	  stands	  next	  to	  
the	  mother.	  Clarence	  and	  I	  stand	  behind	  Larry.	  
“No	   I	   told	   you”,	   says	   the	  woman	   forcefully.	   She	   is	   from	  Santa	   Lucia	  and	  her	  accent	   is	  
pronounced	  so	  that	   I	  have	  difficulties	  to	  understand	  her.	  Larry	  does	  not	  show	  signs	  of	  
having	  similar	  difficulties	  nor	  does	  Clarence.	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The	  mother	   is	  getting	  excited,	  making	  her	  accent	  stronger,	  while	  she	  explains	  why	  she	  
cannot	  get	  access	  to	  Clarence	  to	  do	  the	  repairs.	  I	  do	  not	  understand	  what	  she	  says.	  
“This	  is	  the	  Building	  Department	  of	  New	  York	  City”	  Larry	  says,	  sanctimoniously.	  “You	  can	  
let	  us	  in	  Monday	  to	  Friday,	  9	  to	  5.	  We	  need	  to	  do	  the	  repairs.	  We	  cannot	  do	  the	  repairs	  
on	  weekends.	   It	   is	  difficult.	  The	  stores	  are	  closed,	  what	   if	  we	  have	  an	  emergency?	  We	  
can’t	  buy	  material	  on	  Sunday.”	  	  
“But	  we	  agreed	  on	  Tuesday,	  Wednesday	  and	  Thursday”,	  says	  the	  younger	  woman	  a	  little	  
bit	  surprised	  by	  what	  she	  is	  hearing.	  She	  speaks	  a	  accent-­‐less	  English.	  She	  seems	  to	  have	  
handle	  the	  legal	  dispute	  with	  the	  older	  woman,	  who	  may	  be	  her	  mother.	  
“What	  about	  Friday	  will	  you	  give	  us	  Friday?	  You	  don’t	  have	  to”,	  asks	  Larry.	  
“There	  is	  nobody	  on	  Friday”	  the	  younger	  woman	  replies.	  
“But	  the	  thing	  is”	  the	  mother	  speaks	  more	  forcefully	  than	  the	  younger	  woman.	  “what	  I	  
was	  trying	  to	  make	  you	  understand.	   If	  he	   [Clarence]	  had	  my	  key	   I	  would	  you	  give	  you	  
access	  to	  my	  apartment.	  But	  he	  don’t	  have	  my	  key.”	  
“So?”	  	  
“Because	  this	  is	  my	  own	  lock.	  So	  when	  everybody	  is	  out…	  	  That’s	  what	  I’m	  trying	  to	  tell	  
you.”	  
“Let	  me	  ask	  you	  a	  question.	  Do	  you	  trust	  your	  landlord?”	  
“What?”	  	  
Speaking	  more	  slowly,	  Larry	  reiterates	  his	  question.	  
“Do	  you	  trust	  your	  landlord?”	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“I	  would	  trust	  him	  if	  he	  had	  my	  key,	  but	  since	  he	  never	  had	  my	  key…”	  the	  older	  woman	  
replies.	  
Larry	  has	  achieved	  here	  what	  he	  wanted.	  For	  the	  older	  woman,	  this	  answer	  seems	  self-­‐
explanatory	  (and	  I	  will	  explain	  later	  what	  she	  meant).	  But,	  from	  the	  outside,	  the	  answer	  
seems	  confused	  and	  groundless.	  It	  seems,	  therefore,	  to	  be	  a	  thin	  cover-­‐up	  for	  refusing	  
to	   the	   landlord	   to	   get	   access	   to	   the	   apartment	   for	   a	   matter	   of	   emergency,	   “bricks	  
falling”,	  which	  Larry	  conveniently	  fails	  to	  mention	  to	  the	  tenant.	  	  	  
The	   conflicting	   relationships	   are	   tied	   up	   in	   a	   way	   that	   is	   opportune	   for	   Larry	   and	  
Clarence.	  To	  congeal	  this	  present	  state,	  Larry	  needs	  an	  ultimate	  open	  clash	  that	  would	  
radicalize	  the	  position	  of	  the	  tenant.	  Larry	  turns	  to	  Clarence.	  
“You	  got	  a	  dollar?	  Give	  me	  a	  dollar”,	  he	  asks.	  
“No,	  no,	  no”	  says	  Clarence	  who	  sees	  that	  Larry	  wants	  to	  do	  something	  insulting.	  	  	  
“No	   I	   won’t	   give	   you	  my	   key,	   even	   if	   you	   give	   me	   that!	   No,	   no,	   no.”	   says	   the	   older	  
woman.	  
Clarence	   and	   the	   tenant	   start	   shouting	   at	   each	   other.	   “You	   cannot	   get	   rid	   of	  me	   like	  
that”	  says	  Clarence.	  The	  younger	  woman,	  previously	  calms,	  yells	  at	  Larry	  “You	  keep	  your	  
dollar!”	  The	  tenant	  tries	   to	  explain	   in	  vain	  the	  reasons	  of	  her	  refusal,	  but	   the	  younger	  
woman,	  by	  Clarence,	  by	  Larry,	  cover	  her	  voice.	  “There	  is	  a	  reason	  why…”	  she	  says,	  but	  
she	  is	  interrupted	  by	  the	  others	  shouting.	  
Larry	  manages	  to	  say.	  
“Listen	  to	  me.	  I’m	  not	  here	  to	  argue”.	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However	  the	  woman	  who	  has	  an	  authoritative	  voice	  is	  finally	  able	  to	  manage	  a	  space	  for	  
herself.	  To	  Larry	  she	  says,	  
“Let	  me	  talk	  to	  him”,	  pointing	  to	  Clarence.	  “When	  I	  came	  in	  I	  told	  you	  it	  was	  broken.	  It	  
wasn’t	  really	  closing.	  You	  told	  me,	  when	  I	  came	  here	  it	  wasn’t	  like	  that.”	  
“I	  gave	  you	  two	  keys”,	  says	  Clarence.	  
“Right	  you	  had	  one	  for	  you	  and	  one	  for	  me.”	  
“Yeah.”	  
“If	  I	  tell	  it	  wasn’t	  working,	  it	  wasn’t	  working.”	  
The	  shouting	  match	  starts	  again.	  	  
“How	  can	  I	  get	   in	   if	   I	  don’t	  have	  a	  key”,	  yells	  Clarence.	  Larry	  keeps	  repeating,	  “I’m	  not	  
here	  to	  argue”,	  and	  the	  older	  woman	  increasingly	  frustrated	  shouts	  “But	  that’s	  what	  I’m	  
trying	  to	  explain	  to	  you!”	  
The	  screams	  and	  shouts	  escalate	  between	  Clarence	  and	  the	  tenant.	  Larry	  intervenes	  and	  
pushes	  Clarence	  and	  I	  down	  into	  the	  stairs	  saying.	  
“Let’s	  go!	  Let’s	  go,	  Clarence!	  Forget	  it!”	  	  
In	  the	  stairs	  the	  woman	  is	  shouting	  at	  us	  something.	  Clarence	  yells	  back	  “I	  gave	  you	  two	  
keys”.	  	  	  
Outside,	   Larry	   tells	  Clarence.	   “Beware	  of	   the	  bricks.	   I’ll	  be	  back.	   I	  need	   to	  make	  some	  
money.	  Call	  me	  when	  the	  cops	  are	  there”.	  	  
Larry	  and	  I	  get	  in	  the	  car.	  	  
A	  little	  knocked	  off	  by	  the	  verbal	  violence	  I	  have	  just	  witnessed,	  the	  tension	  I	  have	  felt,	  I	  
ask	  Larry	  without	  much	  energy,	  and	  in	  fact	  not	  the	  will	  to	  go	  too	  deep	  in	  the	  situation.	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“What	  is	  this	  story	  of	  key	  that	  seems	  so	  complicated…?”	  	  
“She	  is	  from	  Saint	  Lucia.”	  	  
“Ok.	  She	  doesn’t	  like	  you.”	  
“Let	  me	  ask	  you	  a	  question,	  who	  the	   fuck	  did	  you	  ever	  meet,	   since	  you	  met	  me,	   likes	  
me?	  Not	  many.”	  
“Not	  many.”	  
The	  conversation	  veers	  off	  quickly	  to	  the	  lighter	  topic	  of	  the	  marital	  problems	  of	  a	  store	  
and	  property	  owners	  who	  is	  heavily	  involved	  in	  gentrifying	  the	  area.	  
Less	  than	  an	  hour	  later,	  Clarence	  calls	  Larry.	  Larry	  and	  I	  are	  still	  in	  the	  car,	  driving	  Miss	  
Jean	  to	  the	  bank.	  The	  cops	  came	  to	  the	  building.	  
“What	  the	  cops	  said?”	  
…	  
“I	  will	  put	   that	   in	  my	  diary.	  That	   the	  cop	  came.	   I	  have	   the	   tenant	   in	  my	  diary.	  Do	  you	  
know	  what	   the	   bitch	   [the	   tenant]	   said?	   ‘I	   can’t	  wait	   to	   have	   the	   ceiling	   falling	   on	  my	  
head	  so	  I	  can	  sue	  the	  pants	  out	  of	  you’	  I	  said	  ‘really?’”	  
…	  
“I	  want	  to	  get	  me	  the	  name	  of	  the	  cops	  and	  everything.	  I’ll	  see	  you	  soon.”	  
Larry	  hangs	  up	  the	  phone.	  Seeing	  that	   I	  do	  not	  ask	  any	  question,	  Larry	  turns	  to	  me	  to	  
give	  me	  the	  lesson	  of	  the	  story	  anyway.	  
“I	   made	   a	   point,	   Clem.	   The	   cops	   came.	   They	   wrote	   in	   their	   diary.	   Clarence	   took	   the	  
police	  number	  of	  the	  car.	  I’m	  done.	  Now	  I	  call	  911,	  I’m	  on	  the	  record	  to	  show.	  I’m	  gonna	  
evict	  all	  those	  yo-­‐yos,	  because	  I	  know	  the	  pattern	  already.	  Correct?”	  
	   296	  
Turning	  to	  Miss	  Jean	  who	  sits	  in	  the	  back	  of	  the	  car	  of	  the	  car,	  he	  says:	  	  
“We	  know	  tenants	  don’t	  we?	  We	  know	  patterns.	  [The	  tenant]	  is	  a	  veteran	  already.”	  
The	  tenant	  has	  now	  become	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  	  
Larry	  first	  created	  the	  appearance	  of	  good	  faith	  by	  responding	  positively	  to	  the	  Building	  
Department	   violations	   and	   agreeing	   with	   all	   the	   tenant’s	   claims.	   He	   then	   created	  
situation	   where	   the	   tenant	   appears	   to	   refuse	   access	   to	   the	   apartment	   without	   clear	  
understandable	   reasons,	   whereas	   there	   is	   an	   opportunistically	   created,	   or	   at	   least	  
providential,	   “emergency”	   –	   bricks	   falling	   from	   below	   the	   apartment’s	   window.	   Larry	  
and	  Clarence	  have	   therefore	  witnessed	  behaviors	   that	  ground	   their	   certainty	   they	  are	  
dealing	  with	  a	  “professional	  tenant”.	  
When	   he	   sees	   the	   tenant’s	   behavior	   as	   a	   proof	   she	   is	   a	   professional	   tenant,	   Larry	  
willfully	  omits	  all	  the	  tiny	  actions	  through	  which	  he	  and	  Clarence	  set	  up	  the	  situations	  so	  
that	  the	  tenant	  acts	  as	  professional	  tenant.	  Larry	  did	  not	  mention	  “the	  emergency”	  to	  
the	   tenant,	   nor	   did	   he	   mention	   he	   has	   called	   the	   cop	   on	   her.	   Larry	   also	   nurtured	   a	  
situation	   where	   communication	   is	   impossible	   between	   her	   and	   Clarence.	   He	   invoked	  
circumstantial	  issues	  to	  ask	  to	  do	  repairs	  on	  Friday	  (the	  only	  day	  when	  the	  tenants	  are	  
not	   present),	   feeding	   distrust,	   and	   provoking	   a	   clash	   with	   irritating	   and	   slightly	  
disrespectful	   acts.	   Without	   this	   micro-­‐interactional	   context,	   the	   tenant’s	   behavior	  
convincingly	  lends	  itself	  to	  the	  accusation	  of	  being	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  That	  is	  why	  this	  
accusation	  is	  an	  exercise	  in	  bad	  faith.	  For	  it	  to	  be	  convincing,	  Larry	  and	  Clarence	  needs	  
to	  willfully	  pass	  over	  the	  situation	  they	  have	  set-­‐up	  so	  that	  it	  produces	  the	  behavior	  they	  
condemn.	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The	   tenant	  may	  be	  dishonest	   about	   the	  keys,	   as	   Larry	  and	  Clarence	   claim.	   She	   is	   also	  
deeply	  distrustful	  of	  Larry	  and	  Clarence	  who	  never	  acted	  in	  good	  faith	  with	  her.	  That	  is	  
the	  reason	  why	  she	  does	  not	  want	  to	  give	  the	  keys	  to	  Clarence.	  But	  at	  that	  point	  her	  real	  
intentions	   do	   not	   matter	   anymore.	   From	   an	   outsider’s	   perspective	   the	   accusation	   of	  
professional	  tenant	  holds.	  
Larry	  expects,	  finally,	  that	  the	  legal	  system	  will	  help	  him	  to	  make	  disappear	  the	  complex	  
interactional	  process	  through	  which	  a	  tenant	  comes	  to	  act	  as	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  The	  
work	  of	  abstraction	  of	   the	   justice	   system,	   the	  huge	  number	  of	   cases	   that	   the	  housing	  
court	  treats	  each	  day,	  is	  not	  tender	  with	  the	  details	  of	  disputes	  between	  landlords	  and	  
tenants.	  Ben,	  an	  archetypal	  professional	  tenant	  according	  to	  Larry,	  complains	  to	  me	  that	  
the	  court	  “doesn’t	  care	  about	  [his]	  story”.	  During	  our	  breakfast,	  he	  tells	  that	  me	  he	  feels	  
he	  was	  not	   given	   the	   chance	   to	  explain	  his	  behavior	   and	   the	  good	   reasons	  he	  had	   to	  
stop	  paying	  rent	  or	  giving	  access.	  	  
In	  court,	  if	  the	  judge	  sides	  with	  the	  landlord	  and	  orders	  an	  eviction,	  Larry	  will	  use	  it	  as	  an	  
evidence	   that	   the	   tenant	   is	   a	   professional	   tenant	   –	   as	   it	   is	   the	   case	   with	   Quentin	  
described	  below.	  If	  the	  judge	  sides	  with	  the	  tenant,	  Larry	  will	  use	  it	  as	  another	  evidence	  
that	  the	  tenant	  is	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  
The	   unofficial	   but	   common	   definition	   of	   the	   “professional	   tenant”	   is	   someone	   who	  
skillfully	  works	  the	  legal	  system	  and	  is	  a	  master	  of	  duplicity.	  I	  show	  on	  the	  contrary	  that	  
the	  skills	  are	  much	  more	  evenly	  distributed	  between	  the	  tenant	  and	  the	  landlord.	  For	  a	  
professional	   tenant	   to	   emerge,	   it	   needs	   the	   active	   cooperation	   and	   denial	   of	   the	  
landlord-­‐side.	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LANDLORDS’	  STRATEGIES	  AGAINST	  “PROFESIONAL	  TENANTS”	  
Once	  a	   tenant	   is	   identified	  as	  a	  professional	   tenant,	   the	   landlord’s	  strategy	  shifts.	  The	  
goal	   is	  not	  anymore	  to	  get	  back	  unpaid	  rents,	  or	  to	  push	  the	  tenant	  to	  resume	  paying	  
rent.	  The	  goal	  is	  to	  get	  the	  tenant	  out	  of	  the	  apartment.	  The	  apartment	  can	  be	  rented	  
again	  to	  another	  tenant,	  who	  hopefully,	  will	  not	  be	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  In	  the	  words	  
of	   Larry,	   the	   goal	   is	   “to	   stop	  bleeding”,	   or	   to	   give	   the	   tenant	   a	  buy-­‐out	   “to	   get	   rid	  of	  
cancer”.	  
A	   second	  consequence	   is	   that	   the	  professional	   tenant	  does	  not	  deserve	   to	  be	   treated	  
with	  respect.	  The	  niceties	  and	  formalism	  of	  the	  civil	  justice	  system	  are	  seen	  as	  strikingly	  
out	   of	   place	   for	   landlords.	   Because	   she	   is	   a	   dishonest	   individual	   who	   fools	   everyone	  
including	   the	   legal	   system,	  a	   form	  of	   self-­‐help	   justice	   trough	  outraged	  verbal	   violence	  
and	  incivility	  is	  morally	  justified	  for	  landlords.	  
The	  overall	  consequence	  is	  that	  when	  a	  tenant	   is	  categorized	  as	  a	  professional	  tenant,	  
one	  is	  offered	  money	  to	  leave	  the	  apartment,	  often	  a	  substantial	  amount	  of	  money,	  and	  
insulted	  at	  the	  same	  time.	  
Rev.	  Jones	  is	  from	  Jamaica.	  He	  has	  lived	  in	  the	  US	  for	  at	  least	  the	  past	  40	  years,	  but	  he	  
has	   kept	   a	   strong	   foreign	   accent.	   He	   owns	   an	   apartment	   building	   in	   East-­‐Flatbush,	  
whose	  basement	  he	  uses	  as	  a	  church	  hall.	  On	  a	  Saturday	  morning,	  the	  church	  is	  empty	  
and	  Larry	  and	  I	  are	  seating	  with	  Rev.	  Jones.	  Marie,	  the	  usual	  lawyer	  of	  Rev.	  Jones,	  is	  not	  
present.	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After	   warm	   greetings	   between	   Larry	   and	   the	   church	   leader,	   Rev.	   Jones	   starts	   a	   long	  
prayer.	  Larry	  and	  I	  bow	  heads	  in	  respect.	  	  
“Lord	  is	  my	  light	  and	  salvation”,	  says	  Rev.	  Jones.	  
“Lord	  that	  I	  fear”	  adds	  Larry.	  
“He	  is	  the	  strength	  of	  my	  life	  and	  he	  is	  the	  strength	  to	  fight	  my	  enemies”	  preaches	  Rev.	  
Jones	  
Rev.	   Jones	  asks	  God	  to	  punish	  sinners,	   to	  give	  him	  strength	  to	  fight	   in	  “these	  times	  of	  
troubles”,	   to	   “lift	   [his]	   head	   above	   [his]	   enemies”,	   to	   help	   him	   keep	   what	   he	   has	  
acquired	  with	  hard	  work,	  and	  to	  forgive	  him	  for	  his	  sins,	  because	  “[he]	  will	  sin,	  [he]	  will	  
sin	  crazily	  to	  the	  Lord”.	  	  
Larry	   punctuates	   each	   meaningful	   incantation	   with	   a	   discrete	   “Amen”	   and	   murmurs	  
after	  Rev	  Jones,	  similar	  words.	  	  
The	  prayer	   is	  clearly	  a	  prayer	  of	  combat.	  Housing	   issues	  are	  never	  explicitly	  evoked	   in	  
the	  prayer.	  It	  is	  however	  difficult	  not	  to	  imagine	  that	  Rev.	  Jones	  does	  not	  have	  the	  topic	  
in	  mind.	  	  
Once	  the	  prayer	  is	  done,	  Larry	  starts	  immediately	  the	  conversation.	  
“We’re	  gonna	  do	  a	  pro	  se	  every	  time	  [the	  tenant]	  does	  that.	  He	  has	  been	  doing	  that	  for	  
all	  the	  time.	  Now	  we’re	  gonna	  go	  for	  this	  one,	  just	  you	  and	  I	  [without	  Marie].”	  
A	  pro-­‐se	   is	   a	   court	  appearance	  without	  a	   lawyer.	   It	   is	   an	  extreme	   rarity	   for	   landlords.	  
Most	  advocacy	  groups	  cite	  that	  97%	  of	  landlords	  come	  to	  court	  with	  a	  lawyer	  while	  the	  
vast	  majority	  of	   tenants	   are	  without	   lawyers.	   Larry	   is	   saying	   to	  Rev.	   Jones,	   let’s	   go	   to	  
court	  without	  a	  lawyer.	  It	  is	  an	  iconoclast	  strategy.	  For	  Larry,	  the	  pro-­‐se	  strategy	  for	  the	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landlord	  is	  to	  show	  the	  judge	  that	  the	  tenant	  is	  abusing	  the	  landlord,	  not	  the	  other	  way	  
around.	   Larry	  applies	   this	   strategy	  of	   impression	  management	  with	   landlords	   that	   can	  
take	  the	  part.	  Older	  landlords	  who	  are	  minorities,	  often	  immigrants	  who	  speak	  English	  
with	  an	  accent	  –	   it	   is	  quite	  difficult	   for	  me	  to	  understand	  Rev.	  Jones	  –	  and	  who	  wears	  
the	   signs	   of	   coming	   from	  a	  working-­‐class	   background,	   such	   as	  Miss	   Jean,	   Luis	   or	   Rev.	  
Jones,	  are	  ideal	  candidates	  for	  this	  strategy.	  
Larry	  continues,	  
“And	   then	   the	   next	   [time	   in	   court],	   the	   stipulation	   I	  wanna	   do	   is,	  whoever	   the	   judge	  
we’re	  gonna	  get,	  I	  want	  to	  conference	  it.	  What	  I	  wanna	  do	  is	  to	  give	  him	  a	  month	  or	  two	  
to	  get	  out.	  I	  don’t	  want	  him	  no	  more.”	  
“We	  have	  been	  saying	  this	  two	  or	  three	  times”	  interjects	  Rev.	  Jones,	  exasperated.	  
“But	  you	  see	  Mr.	  Jones,	  whether	  it	  is	  Marie	  or	  the	  other	  lawyer	  all	  these	  lawyers	  are	  the	  
same	  because.	  Let’s	  say	  you’re	  going	  for	  what	  they	  call	  a	  ‘non-­‐payment’,	  if	  he	  goes	  and	  
gets	  the	  money	  from	  section	  8	  or	  a	  one-­‐shot	  deal	  once	  he	  comes	  up	  with	  the	  money,	  in	  
a	  specific	  time,	  this	  case	  is	  over.”	  
Larry	  explains	  to	  Rev.	  Jones	  that	  a	  “non-­‐payment”	  proceeding	  against	  a	  tenant,	  exposes	  
the	  landlord	  to	  a	  risk.	  In	  a	  non-­‐payment,	  if	  the	  tenant	  finds	  in	  extremis	  some	  means	  of	  
payment,	  if	  he	  can	  show	  the	  judge	  that	  he	  will	  able	  to	  meet	  the	  rent	  in	  the	  future,	  the	  
tenant	  can	   file	  at	   the	   last	  minute	  an	  “order	  of	  show	  cause”	   that	  can	  stop	  the	  eviction	  
process,	   and	   the	   judge	   can	   grant	   the	   tenant	   a	   payment	   schedule,	   and	   some	   rent-­‐
abatement	  in	  case	  the	  landlord	  has	  postponed	  needed	  repairs.	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“But	  you	  have	  gone	  through	  aggravation,	  some	  legal	  expenses	  that	  you’re	  gonna	   lose,	  
because	  the	  judge	  will	  never	  grant	  you	  [your	  non-­‐payment	  judgment]”	  
“And	  the	  papers!”	  interjects	  Rev.	  Jones	  loudly.	  
“And	   the	  paperwork,	  and	   the	  process	   server…	  But	  once	  you	   start	   the	  process	  of	  non-­‐
payment,	  you’re	  done.	  He	  will	  do	  that	  all	  day	  for	  the	  next	  ten	  years.	  We	  have	  to	  stop	  
doing	  it.	  Because	  that’s	  the	  devil.”	  
“Amen”	  
“Now	  what	  we’re	  gonna	  do	  after	  this	  one”	  Larry	  suggests	  to	  Rev.	  Jones,	  “we’re	  gonna	  
do	  a	  ‘holdover’.	  We’re	  gonna	  notify	  DHCR,	  and	  of	  course	  we	  want	  him	  out,	  because	  he	  is	  
what	  we	  called	  a	  nuisance	  tenant.”	  
A	   “holdover”	   is	   the	   second	   legal	   procedure	   to	   evict	   a	   tenant.	   It	   is	  meant	   for	   reasons	  
other	  than	  non-­‐payment	  of	  rent.	  Among	  the	  common	  reasons	  for	  a	  holdover	  proceeding	  
is	  a	  tenant	  who	  has	  extended	  her	  stay	  beyond	  the	  lease	  term,	  who	  is	  a	  nuisance	  to	  other	  
tenants,	  who	  has	  violated	  the	  terms	  of	   the	   lease	   in	  significant	  ways,	  who	   is	  not	  giving	  
access	  to	  the	  premises	  to	  the	  landlord.	  	  
A	  “holdover”	  would	  mean	  that	  Rev.	  Jones	  accepts	  not	  to	  claim	  anymore	  the	  back	  rent	  
the	  tenant	  owes	  him.	  For	  Larry,	  the	  right	  strategy	  is	  now	  to	  give	  up	  on	  the	  rent	  that	  has	  
not	  been	  perceived	  and	  to	  give-­‐up	  on	  a	  non-­‐payment	  judgment,	  because	  the	  tenant	  has	  
shown	  how	  skillful	  he	  is	  using	  the	  legal	  system.	  The	  strategy	  is	  to	  start	  a	  negotiation	  with	  
the	   tenant	   for	   a	   buy-­‐out,	   that	   is	   to	   say	   to	   pay	   him,	   “a	   month	   or	   two”	   to	   leave	   the	  
apartment.	  This	  is	  what	  Larry	  figuratively	  calls	  “to	  stop	  the	  bleeding”.	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“I	  don’t	   care	  he’s	   got	  AIDS.	  He	  keeps	  doing	   this	   and	   it	   costs	   a	   fortune.	   You’re	   loosing	  
money	  because	  of	  him…”	  
“The	  spirit	  of	  the	  devil	  will	  disband	  itself.”	  cuts	  Rev.	  Jones.	  
“…	  And	  by	  the	  time	  you	  use	  a	  lawyer	  it	  costs	  you	  money.”	  
“Lawyers,	  they’re	  ripping	  me	  off.	  I	  know	  that!	  I	  will	  advocate	  myself.	  Even	  Marie,	  lie-­‐est	  
lawyer	  in	  my	  life.	  This,	  I	  work	  hard,	  I	  wont	  take	  no	  lie	  from	  nobody.”	  	  
“A	  lawyer	  has	  to	  work	  like	  a	  horse	  with	  blinders.	  The	  lawyer	  will	  say	  we	  gotta	  to	  do	  with	  
the	  law.	  Marie,	  Collin,	  and	  whoever	  it	  doesn’t	  matter.	  All	  these	  lawyers	  want	  is	  ‘Give	  me	  
money	  for	  my	  time’.	  But	  the	  process	  is	  what	  is	  killing	  us.	  What	  we’re	  gonna	  do	  this	  time,	  
when	  we’re	  finished	  with	  this	  non-­‐payment,	  we’re	  gonna	  do	  a	  holdover.”	  
However	   the	  multiple	   interjections	   of	   Rev.	   Jones,	   his	   tone	   of	   exasperation,	   shows	   to	  
Larry	   that	   his	   client	   wants	   more	   than	   just	   a	   new	   strategy	   to	   evict	   the	   “professional	  
tenant”,	   from	   non-­‐payment	   to	   holdover.	   Rev.	   Jones	   wants	   the	   feeling	   of	   righteous	  
combat	  and	  revenge	  where	  his	  thwarted	  sense	  of	   justice	  can	  triumph	  in	  the	  end.	  Rev.	  
Jones	  wants	  his	  dispute	  to	  be	  parable.	  Larry	  will	  support	  and	  feed	  for	  these	  feelings.	  
“You	  remember	  last	  time	  when	  me	  met	  with	  Marie.	  You	  remember	  when	  I	  met	  that	  son	  
of	  a	  gun?”	  asks	  Larry.	  
“I	  remember”	  	  
“He	  went	   crazy.	  He	  wanted	   to	   fight	  me.	   I’m	  gonna	  be	   in	  his	   face.	   I	  want	   to	   show	   the	  
judge	  what	  his	  true	  character	  is.	  He	  is	  a	  finocchio,	  ok?”	  
“Amen”	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“On	  top	  of	   it,	  he	  does	  that	  constantly,	  because	  the	  system	  is	  there	  to	  protect	  him.	  I’m	  
tired	  of	  it.	  You	  and	  I	  together	  we’re	  gonna	  do	  it.	  I	  promise	  you.	  I	  give	  you	  my	  words	  on	  
that	  book	   [pointing	   to	   the	  Bible].	  After	  we	   finish	   this,	  we	  do	  a	  holdover.	   In	   that	  book	  
there	  is	  the	  word	  of	  God	  and	  I	  give	  my	  word.	  I	  make	  a	  promise	  to	  you	  on	  this	  book.	  That	  
S.O.B.	  will	  be	  gone.	  You	  know	  how	  we’re	  gonna	  torture	  him?	  By	  taking	  him	  to	  court	  over	  
and	  over.	  God	  will	  strip	  him	  naked	  in	  front	  of	  the	  judge.	  We	  gonna	  take	  the	  clothes	  of	  
the	  devil	  that	  he	  wears.	  And	  the	  judge	  is	  gonna	  see	  him	  for	  exactly	  who	  he	  is.”	  
“Amen”	  
Larry	  hesitantly	  endows	  his	  discourse	  with	  various	  lexicons.	  The	  legal	  discourse	  is	  slowly	  
giving	  place	  to	  a	  discourse	  of	  revenge	  and	  even	  torture	  that	  is	  too	  graphic	  and	  prosaic	  
for	   the	   purpose	   of	   raising	   spiritual	   feelings.	   Only	   slowly	   Larry	   settles	   with	   the	   right	  
vocabulary	   in	   which	   Larry	   promises	   that	   “Justice”	   will	   prevail,	   giving	   Rev.	   Jones	   the	  
experience	  of	  religious	  parable	  to	  the	  situation	  that	  he	  was	  trying	  to	  summon	  by	  starting	  
the	  meeting	  with	  a	  prayer.	  
Before	  we	  leave	  Rev.	  Jones	  submissively	  asks	  Larry	  not	  to	   ignore	  his	  phone	  calls.	  Larry	  
sincerely	  and	  dutifully	  reassures	  him.	  	  
In	  the	  car	  Larry	  tells	  me:	  
“I	  love	  that	  old	  man.	  I	  hate	  to	  see	  his	  tenant	  takes	  advantage	  of	  him.	  […]	  I	  never	  charge	  
him	  so	  he	  always	  gives	  me	  money.	  You	  have	  to	  know	  where	  your	  heart	  is.”	  	  
The	  label	  of	  professional	  tenant	  dictates	  the	  strategy	  of	  landlords.	  The	  strategy	  is	  not	  to	  
get	   the	   tenant	   to	  pay	   the	  back	   rent	  and	   to	   resume	  paying	   rent	   through	  bargaining	  of	  
doing	   repairs.	   A	   professional	   tenant	   is	   too	   skilful	   in	   manipulating	   such	   situation.	   The	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strategy	   is	   to	   evict	   the	   tenant	   for	   another	   reason	   than	   non-­‐payment	   of	   rent.	   The	  
strategy	   is	   to	   claim	   a	   “holdover”,	   while	   negotiating	   a	   buy-­‐out	   to	   accelerate	   the	  
departure.	  	  
At	  the	  same	  time,	  the	  notion	  of	  professional	  tenant	  brings	  into	  focus	  for	   landlords	  the	  
experience	  of	   an	  unjust	   legal	   system.	   Lawyers	   lie	   and	  do	  nothing	   to	   advance	   cases	   in	  
court	  and	  judges	  are	  pro-­‐tenant	  without	  recognizing	  the	  hard	  work	  that	  small	  landlords	  
from	  working-­‐class	   background	  have	   to	  provide	   to	  buy	   a	   building	   in	   central	   Brooklyn.	  
The	  frustrated	  sense	  of	  justice	  calls	  for	  an	  action,	  however	  symbolic,	  of	  compensation	  in	  
which	  a	  renewed	  sense	  of	  justice	  can	  flourish.	  	  
Facing	  this	  new	  situation,	  the	  tenant	  has	  no	  other	  choice	  than	  to	  adapt	  her	  strategy.	  She	  
is	  now	   facing	  a	   landlord	  who	  drags	  her	   to	  court	  more	  often	  and	  on	  various	  unrelated	  
issues,	   in	   a	   proceeding	   that	   is	  more	   technical	   and	   less	   intuitive	   than	   a	   non-­‐payment,	  
who	  offers	  money	  to	  leave	  the	  apartment,	  and	  who	  is	  strikingly	  disrespectful.	  The	  most	  
meaningful	  and	  rational	  response	  to	  that	  situation	  is	  to	  negotiate	  the	  highest	  buy-­‐out	  or	  
staying	  as	   long	  as	  possible	   rent-­‐free	  by	  working	  out	   the	   legal	   system,	   to	   throw	   insults	  
back	  at	  the	  landlord,	  and	  to	  be	  malicious	  with	  the	  people	  who	  try	  to	  trick	  her.	  	  
In	  a	  nutshell,	  for	  the	  tenant	  in	  this	  situation,	  the	  only	  rational	  and	  meaningful	  response	  
is	  to	  act	  as	  a	  professional	  tenant.	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CHAPTER	  5:	  “PLAYING	  THE	  GAME”:	  SENSIBLE	  TENANTS,	  FOOLISH	  
LANDLORDS,	  AND	  SLUMLORDS	  
	  
INTRODUCTION	  
As	  a	  category,	  the	  “professional	  tenant”	  who	  “abuses	  the	  system”	  exists	  in	  contrast	  with	  
“the	   tenant	   who	   plays	   the	   game”.	   The	   boundary	   between	   the	   two	   types	   is	   thin	   and	  
flexible.	   It	   is	  a	  matter	  of	   restraint,	  not	  of	  quality	  of	  action.	  Both	   types	  “work	   the	   legal	  
system”	  to	  make	  or	  save	  money	  at	   the	  expense	  of	   the	   landlord;	  both	   look	   for	  smaller	  
rents	  or,	  more	  often,	   for	  a	  buy-­‐out	  by	  carving	  out	  a	  strong	  bargaining	  position	  against	  
the	   landlord.	   But	   the	   tenant	   who	   plays	   the	   game	   has	   enough	   moderation	   in	   her	  
demands	   that	   the	   accusation	   of	   “abusing	   the	   system”	   does	   not	   hold	   firmly	   or	   is	   not	  
shared.	  
THE	  INSTRUMENTAL	  VIEW	  OF	  THE	  MORAL	  ORDER	  	  
The	  boundary	  between	  the	  professional	  tenant	  and	  the	  tenant	  who	  plays	  the	  game	  may	  
seem	   arbitrary	   and	   self-­‐serving.	  When	   Larry	   would	   work	   on	   the	   side	   of	   a	   tenant	   for	  
negotiating	   a	   buy-­‐out,	   and	   getting	   a	   “cut”	   out	   of	   the	   deal	   (usually	   20%	   or	   30%),	   this	  
tenant	  would	  be	   seen,	  quite	  magically,	  playing	   the	  game	  and	  not	  abusing	   the	   system.	  
But,	  when	   Larry	  would	  work	   for	   a	   landlord	  against	   a	   tenant	   asking	   for	   a	  buy-­‐out	  or	   a	  
lower	   rent,	   then	   this	   tenant	   would	   be	   accused,	   surprisingly,	   of	   being	   a	   “professional	  
tenant”.	   In	   this	   instrumentalist	   view,	   the	   distinction	   between	   playing	   the	   game	   and	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abusing	   the	   system	   would	   not	   be	   a	   difference	   in	   type	   of	   housing	   actors,	   in	   type	   of	  
economic	   actions,	   but	   a	   difference	   in	   position	   in	   disputes.	   It	   would	   be	   a	   difference	  
between	  two	  self-­‐serving	  discourses,	  two	  modes	  of	  justification,	  two	  self-­‐congratulatory	  
perspectives	  on	  the	  same	  dispute.	  This	  pragmatic	  perspective	  negates	  the	  efficacy	  of	  the	  
moral	  order	  on	  the	  economic	  life	  of	  the	  housing	  market.	  	  
There	   is	   of	   course	   some	   truth	   to	   this	   argument.	  However,	   the	  pragmatic	   view	  on	   the	  
moral	  order	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  blinds	  us	  to	  many	  facets	  of	  the	  economic	  actions	  and	  
relationships	   I	   have	   observed.	   It	   blinds	   us	   to	   the	   fact,	   already	   noted	   in	   the	   skit	   that	  
tenants	   who	   stop	   paying	   rent	   to	   stay	   afloat,	   who	   use	   the	   court	   to	   do	   that,	   are	   not	  
necessarily	  seen	  as	  “bad”	  tenants.	  It	  also	  blinds	  us	  to	  Larry’s	  work	  of	  education	  towards	  
landlords	   about	   tenants’	   demands	   for	   buy-­‐outs.	   It	   blinds	   us	   to	   the	   constant	   presence	  
and	   robustness	   of	   the	  moral	   discourse	   about	   economic	   actors.	   Finally,	   the	   pragmatic	  
perspective	  blinds	  us	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  tenant’s	  type,	  whether	   it	   is	  “the	  professional	  
tenant”	   or	   “the	   tenant	   who	   plays	   the	   game”,	   dictates	   the	   strategic	   response	   of	   the	  
landlord	  side.	  I	  have	  already	  noted	  in	  the	  previous	  chapter	  that	  a	  “professional	  tenant”	  
is	   treated	   in	   a	   specific	   way	   –	   a	  way	   that	   Larry	   loves	   incarnating	   and	   that	   pushes	   the	  
tenant	  to	  behave	  increasingly	  like	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  	  
TENANTS	  WHO	  PLAY	  THE	  GAME	  AND	  FOOLISH	  LANDLORDS	  
In	   the	  present	   chapter,	   I	  will	   show	   that	  a	   tenant	  who	  knows	  how	   to	  play	   the	  game	   is	  
treated	  in	  a	  particular	  manner.	  Such	  a	  tenant	  receives	  positive	  sanctions.	  She	  is	  treated	  
with	  deference	  and	  respect.	  She	   is	  entitled	  to	   the	  money	  she	  asks.	  She	   is	  admired	   for	  
the	   mix	   of	   strategic	   action	   and	   decency	   she	   combines.	   Larry	   calls	   this	   combination	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“common	   sense”.	   In	   that	   situation,	   the	   landlord	   is	   expected	   to	   negotiate	   around	   the	  
reasonable	  demands	  of	  the	  tenant.	  The	   landlord	  who	  does	  not	  want	  to	  play	  the	  game	  
with	   the	   tenant,	   in	   the	   name	   of	   the	   abstract	   sanctity	   of	   property	   rights,	   is	   seen	   as	  
foolish.	  It	  is	  someone	  “too	  smart	  and	  too	  stupid”	  in	  Larry’s	  lingo.	  This	  landlord	  deserves	  
to	  be	  cheated,	  the	  game	  being	  turned	  on	  the	  landlord,	  in	  the	  name	  of	  the	  local	  sense	  of	  
justice.	  	  
The	  strongest	  empirical	   foundation	  of	   this	  chapter	   is	  a	  case	  study.	   It	   is	  a	  conflict,	  with	  
high	   economic	   stakes,	   between	   Andrezj,	   a	   “foolish	   landlord”	  who	   refuses	   to	   play	   the	  
game,	  and	  Dick,	  a	  tenant	  who	  knows	  how	  to	  play	  the	  game.	  Larry	   is	  hired	  by	  Andrezj.	  
But	  he	  struggles	  with	  the	  moral	  order	  that	  pushes	  him	  toward	  Dick	  and	  contradicts	  his	  
economic	  relation	  with	  Andrezj,	  the	  landlord.	  Other	  cases	  will	  be	  studied,	  but	  this	  case	  
reveals	  with	  striking	  clarity	  the	  existence	  of	  a	  moral	  code	  in	  economic	  affairs.	  
As	   much	   as	   landlords	   are	   entitled	   to	   play	   with	   the	   boundary	   between	   formal	   and	  
informal,	   legal	   and	   illegal	   economic	   strategies,	   as	   described	   in	   the	   first	   part	   of	   this	  
research,	  tenants	  are	  entitled	  to	  work	  the	  system	  to	  their	  advantage	  –	  but	  within	  limits.	  
The	  maxim	  of	  moderation,	  “everyone	  has	  the	  right	  to	  make	  a	  buck”,	  is	  what	  separates	  
professional	  tenants	  from	  tenants	  who	  knows	  how	  to	  play	  the	  game.	  
*	  
The	  present	  chapter	  is	  divided	  in	  four	  sections.	  In	  the	  first	  section,	  I	  show	  how	  tenants	  
are	   entitled	   to	  work	   the	   legal	   system,	   in	   certain	   limits,	   to	   their	   advantage	   and	   at	   the	  
expenses	   of	   the	   landlord.	   Tenants	   have	   the	   right	   to	   play	   the	   game.	   In	   the	   second	  
section,	   I	   show	   that	   Larry	   educates	   landlords	   to	   the	   practice	   of	   the	   buy-­‐out,	   which	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embodies	   the	   tenant’s	   informal	   right	   to	   the	   game.	   The	   third	   section	   focuses	   on	   the	  
battle	  between	  Andrezj	  and	  Dick,	  a	  landlord	  and	  his	  rent-­‐controlled	  tenant.	  In	  this	  fight,	  
Larry	  switches	  sides	  from	  working	  for	  the	  landlord	  to	  advancing	  secretly	  the	  interests	  of	  
the	  tenant,	  in	  the	  name	  of	  what	  is	  “right”	  and	  “fair”	  according	  to	  the	  local	  moral	  order	  
of	   the	   housing	   market.	   The	   fourth	   section	   outlines	   the	   meaning	   of	   the	   category	   of	  
slumlord	  in	  this	  moral	  context,	  especially	  in	  relation	  to	  section	  8	  tenants.	  	  
In	  the	  substantive	  conclusion	  of	  the	  second	  part	  of	  this	  work,	  I	  describe	  the	  role	  of	  the	  
maxim	  of	  restraint,	  “Everyone	  has	  the	  right	  to	  make	  a	  buck”,	  in	  maintaining	  the	  housing	  
game	   itself.	   The	   constant	   use	   of	   these	   categories	   in	   the	   ordinary	   life	   of	   the	   housing	  
market	   should	   not	   mask,	   however,	   the	   limits	   of	   this	   moral	   order	   in	   shaping	   the	  
economic	  life	  of	  the	  market.	  The	  moral	  order	  is	  not	  pure	  cheap	  talk,	  and	  it	  is	  not	  a	  set	  of	  
binding	  rules	  that	  are	  strictly	  followed.	  The	  moral	  order	  bends	  on	  the	  margins	  economic	  
action	   in	   the	   housing	   market,	   it	   gives	   a	   style,	   an	   experiential	   envelope,	   to	   the	   local	  
economic	  life	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  which	  Larry	  dwells.	  
	  
	  
TENANTS	  ARE	  ENTITLED	  TO	  MAKE	  OR	  SAVE	  A	  BUCK	  
Larry	  is	  talking	  to	  a	  black	  tenant.	  She	  sits	  next	  to	  him	  on	  a	  bench	  in	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  
Housing	  Court.	  They	  have	  just	  met.	  It	  is	  a	  random	  encounter.	  	  
Larry,	   Andres,	   and	   I	   are	   in	   housing	   court	   for	   Andres’	   case	   in	   the	   “Harlem	   Deal”.	   The	  
three	   of	   us	   are	   slightly	   bored	   by	   the	   already	   long	   wait.	   To	   distract	   himself	   Larry	   has	  
listened	   to	  what	   the	  woman’s	   landlord’s	   lawyer	  has	  said	   to	  her.	  When	  the	   lawyer	  has	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left,	   Larry	   strikes	   a	   conversation	   with	   the	   woman.	   He	   tells	   her	   she	   could	   get	   more	  
money	   for	  her	  buy-­‐out.	  She	  has	  no	   lawyer	   to	  defend	  her,	   she	  explains.	  He	  asks	  about	  
her	  situation	  and,	  because	  she	  is	  cheerful,	  she	  responds	  openly.	  	  
Larry,	  obviously	  seduced	  by	  her	  energy	  and	  openness,	  gives	  her	  a	  few	  pieces	  of	  advice.	  
She	   needs	   to	   call	   HPD	   –	   #311	   –	   repeatedly,	   every	   day,	   for	   all	   the	   violations,	   not	   just	  
once.	  He	  also	  advises	  her	  to	  ask	  today	  for	  an	  adjournment	  of	  the	  case	  to	  the	  judge.	  The	  
judges	  always	  give	  it	  at	  least	  twice	  to	  the	  tenant	  he	  says,	  especially	  if	  the	  tenant	  argues	  
she	  needs	  time	  to	  prepare	  a	  defense	  because	  she	  has	  no	  lawyer.	  The	  goal	  is	  to	  delay	  and	  
building	  leverage.	  With	  the	  adjournments,	  she	  would	  be	  able	  to	  gain	  a	  few	  weeks.	  She	  
could	  also	  have	   time	  to	  get	  a	   lawyer	  or	  even	   legal	  aid.	  Larry	   tells	  her	  how	  to	  play	   the	  
game.	  
Larry	  gives	  the	  tenant	  his	  business	  card.	  “Call	  me	  if	  you	  need	  anything”	  he	  says.	  
The	   tenant	   is	  happily	   surprised	  by	  her	  encounter	  with	  Larry.	  When	  she	  stands	  up	  and	  
leaves	  us	  to	  enter	  the	  courtroom,	  Larry	  and	  her	  exchange	  merry	  goodbyes.	  	  
I	  ask	  Larry,	  
“What	  do	  you	  think?”	  
“I’ll	  help	  her”,	  he	  says.	  “Because,	  you	  know,	  they	  offered	  her	  10	  grounds.	  I	  will	  make	  it	  
25-­‐30	  grounds,	  but	  she	  needs	  someone	  to	  help	  her	  do	  that.”	  
Andres	   intervenes,	   and	   says,	   chuckling,	   his	   massive	   shoulders	   shaking	   under	   the	  
contained	  laugh:	  
“Larry	  would	  help	  any	  black	  woman.	  He’s	  gonna	  make	  money	  on	  that.”	  
“Of	  course!”	  says	  Larry	  with	  louder	  laugh.	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For	  Larry,	  the	  tenant	  deserves	  a	  buy-­‐out	  greater	  than	  the	  ten	  thousand	  dollars	  she	  has	  
been	  offered.	  Larry	  does	  not	  feel	  any	  guilt	  in	  helping	  this	  tenant	  to	  double	  or	  triple	  that	  
amount.	  He	  does	  not	  feel	  he	  is	  helping	  her	  becoming	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  He	  helps	  her	  
getting	  what	  she	  deserves.	  This	  woman	  is	  entitled	  and	  willing	  to	  play	  the	  game	  skillfully,	  
and	  therefore	  Larry	  is	  entitled	  to	  get	  some	  money	  out	  of	  the	  deal	  if	  he	  helps	  her.	  
The	  right	  of	  tenant	  to	  play	  the	  game	  is	  not	  only	  a	  right	  to	  negotiate	  a	  buy-­‐out	  with	  the	  
landlord.	  It	  is	  also	  a	  right	  to	  miss	  some	  rent	  payments,	  during	  a	  limited	  in	  time,	  up	  to	  a	  
few	  months.	   In	  fact	  a	  tenant	  can	  miss	  two,	  three,	  four	  payments,	   if	   it	  appears	   it	   is	  not	  
out	  of	  ill	  will	  but	  out	  of	  financial	  difficulties	  that	  the	  tenant	  is	  able	  to	  quickly	  overcome.	  
This	  case	  has	  been	  illustrated	  in	  the	  intermission	  by	  the	  black	  tenant	  in	  business	  attire	  
with	  her	  three	  Jamaican	  landlords.	  	  
It	  is	  clear	  however	  that	  the	  boundary	  is	  murky	  between	  the	  deserving	  non-­‐paying	  tenant	  
and	  the	  professional	  tenant,	  between	  the	  good	  tenant	  who	  happened	  to	  have	  financial	  
problems	   and	   the	   “leech”	   who	   does	   everything	   possible	   not	   to	   pay	   rent.	   Shareese,	  
below,	   illustrates	   the	   murkiness	   of	   the	   boundary.	   Larry	   does	   not	   know	   if	   she	   is	   a	  
professional	   tenant	  or	  a	  good	  tenant	  who	  deserves	   to	  be	   treated	  with	   respect	  even	   if	  
she	  has	  owed	  quite	  a	  lot	  of	  money	  to	  Sir	  Kevin.	  
Larry	   has	   evicted	   two	   commercial	   tenants	   from	   one	   of	   Sir	   Kevin’s	   buildings.	   The	   two	  
spaces	  are	   contiguous	  and	  can	  be	   rented	   separately	  or	  as	  one	   store.	  The	  eviction	  has	  
been	  difficult	  especially	  with	  one	  of	  the	  two	  tenants.	  The	  tenant,	  a	  black	  man	  probably	  
in	  his	  late	  forties,	  has	  left	  with	  more	  than	  $5,000	  in	  back	  rent.	  The	  day	  of	  the	  eviction	  he	  
has	  gathered	  a	  dozen	  friends	  in	  front	  of	  store	  to	  insult	  Larry	  and	  to	  show	  support	  to	  the	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storeowner.	  They	   think	  Larry	   is	  not	  acting	  on	  behalf	  of	   sir	  Kevin,	  who	  as	  a	  black	  man,	  
would	  not	  have	  evicted	  the	  storeowner.	  Larry	  does	  not	  back	  down.	  He	  argues	  back	  to	  
the	  men	  grouped	  in	  front	  of	  the	  store,	  now	  closed	  down,	  that	   if	  the	  storeowner	  really	  
felt	   solidarity	   with	   sir	   Kevin,	   he	   would	   start	   by	   paying	   his	   rent	   and	   stop	   abusing	   the	  
system.	  “The	  man	  needs	  to	  live	  too”	  says	  Larry	  about	  Sir	  Kevin.	  The	  men	  become	  more	  
agitated	  and	  menacing	  when	  they	  see	  that	  Larry	  is	  trying	  to	  have	  the	  moral	  upper	  hand;	  
in	   turn	   Larry	  becomes	   louder.	   Larry	  and	   I	  do	  not	   stay	   long.	  We	  enter	   the	  building,	   go	  
down	   the	   basement	   into	   Sir	   Kevin’s	   office.	   In	   our	   absence,	   the	   crowd’s	   spirits	   calm	  
down,	  and	  the	  group	  disbands	  itself.	  
Now	  both	  spaces	  are	  vacant	  and	  Larry	  has	  problem	  to	   find	   tenants.	  A	   Jamaican	  baker	  
and	   a	   pastor	   seeking	   a	   place	   for	   its	   storefront	   church	   have	   expressed	   interests.	   A	  
community-­‐based	  organization	   is	   looking	  for	  more	  office	  space.	  The	   local	  pawnbroker,	  
Jake,	  who	  has	  already	  two	  stores	  on	  the	  block,	  is	  looking	  for	  a	  third	  place.	  He	  takes	  one	  
of	  the	  two	  vacant	  places,	  leaving	  the	  other	  one	  empty.	  It	  stays	  empty	  for	  several	  years.	  
The	  place	  does	  not	  attract	  much	  interest.	  
One	  late	  afternoon,	  Larry	  receives	  a	  phone	  call.	  Larry	  looks	  at	  the	  phone	  to	  see	  who	  is	  
calling.	  
“Who	  the	  fuck	  is	  that?”	  	  
Larry	  picks	  up	  the	  phone.	  
“Hello?”	  
When	  Larry	  recognizes	  the	  voice	  of	  Shareese,	  he	  sounds	  immediately	  happy.	  	  
“Hi	  Shareese!	  How	  are	  you?”	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However	   Larry	  does	  not	  have	  good	  news	   for	  Shareese.	   Shareese	  has	  asked	  him	   if	   she	  
can	  rent	  the	  empty	  store	  from	  Sir	  Kevin’s	  building,	  and	  Larry	  does	  not	  want	  to.	  Taking	  
the	  concerned	  voice	  of	   someone	  who	   is	  about	   to	  announce	  bad	  news	   to	  someone	  he	  
cares	  about,	  Larry	  says.	  
“Actually	  Mr.	   Spencer”,	   Larry	  uses	  here	   the	   last	  name	  of	   Sir	   Kevin,	   “he	   came	  back	  on	  
Monday	  [from	  Jamaica]	  and,	  Larry	  sighs,	  I	  don’t	  know	  if	  it’s	  gonna	  go	  your	  way.	  I	  don’t	  
want	  to	  break	  your	  heart,	  but	  I	  don’t	  think	  he’s	  gonna	  go	  your	  way.	  He	  feels	  he’s	  been	  
burnt	  twice,	  which	  is	  once	  too	  many,	  and	  he’s	  gonna	  let	  it	  go	  with	  that”	  	  
Shareese	  pleads	  her	  case	  and	  asks	  if	  there	  is	  any	  chance	  that	  Sir	  Kevin	  would	  change	  his	  
mind.	  
“I	   don’t	   want	   to	   keep	   your	   hopes	   high.	   I	   mean	   twice.	   He	   looks	   back	   at	   the	   back	   log	  
$25,000	  to	  $40,000	  in	  back	  rent.	  He	  doesn’t	  want	  to	  get	  burn	  a	  third	  time.	  That’s	  how	  
he	  feels.”	  
…	  
“No,	  he	  is	  looking	  at	  it	  strictly	  in	  a	  business	  sense.	  There	  was	  a	  tenant	  years	  ago	  and	  he	  
claimed	  this	  and	  that.	  I	  had	  to	  evict	  him.	  He	  went	  in	  someplace	  else,	  he	  didn’t	  pay	  the	  
rent	  either.	  It	  is	  a	  business	  decision.	  Shareese,	  it’s	  not	  personal,	  absolutely	  not	  personal.	  
I	   don’t	   want	   you	   to	   feel	   bad.	   And	   I	   didn’t	   do	   anything	   to	   help	   or	   hurt	   your	   case.	   So	  
basically,	  it	  is	  what	  it	  is.	  See	  Shareese,	  you	  cannot	  blame	  him.”	  
Shareese	  explains	  she	  did	  not	  pay	  her	  rent	  in	  the	  past	  because	  of	  her	  business	  partners.	  
Larry	  is	  ready	  to	  accept	  this	  explanation,	  but	  she	  is	  “guilty	  by	  association”	  he	  says.	  	  
Larry	  feels	  sorry	  for	  Shareese.	  Trying	  to	  be	  cheerful	  he	  says.	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“All	  right?	  Let’s	  keep	  in	  touch,	  maybe	  I	  could	  find	  something	  for	  you.”	  
Larry	   is	  surprisingly	  sympathetic	  and	  kind	  with	  Shareese.	  Similar	  to	  the	  black	  tenant	  of	  
the	   three	   Jamaican	   landlords,	   Shareese	   is	   not	   a	   bad	   tenant,	   even	   if	   she	   owes,	   or	   has	  
owed,	  a	  significant	  amount	  of	  money	  to	  her	  landlord,	  Sir	  Kevin.	  Larry	  treats	  them	  both	  
with	   respect	   and	   deference.	   Larry	   sees	   both	   tenants	   as	   struggling	   individuals	   from	   a	  
lower-­‐class	  background	  endowed	  with	  an	  entrepreneurial	  spirit.	  Shareese	  is	  a	  business	  
owner,	  who	  after	  several	  attempts	  at	  creating	  a	  viable	  business,	  is	  once	  again	  setting	  up	  
a	  new	  business	  venture.	  The	  other	  tenant	  is	  also	  a	  woman,	  dressed	  in	  a	  business	  attire,	  
who	  lost	  her	  job,	  stopped	  paying	  her	  rent	  for	  four	  months,	  and	  is	  now	  back	  on	  feet	  –	  all	  
of	  it,	  during	  the	  great	  recession	  of	  the	  years	  2008-­‐2010.	  	  These	  are	  not	  passive	  housing	  
actors	   who	   strictly	   abide	   by	   the	   lease	   contract.	   They	   are	   not	   either	   “leeches”,	   which	  
abuse	  and	  live	  off	  the	  system.	  As	  such	  they	  deserve	  respect,	  even	  if	  they	  stopped	  paying	  
rents	  for	  a	  while.	  
However	  the	  case	  of	  Shareese	  is	  more	  ambiguous	  for	  Larry.	  When	  he	  talks	  to	  her,	  Larry	  
is	   also	   drawing	   a	   parallel	   with	   the	   previous	   tenant,	   who	   is	   a	   professional	   tenant.	  
Sketching	   this	  parallel	  without	  stressing	   it	   too,	  while	  being	  kind	  and	  deferent,	  and	  yet	  
not	   giving	   her	   the	   store	   she	   needs,	   he	   tells	   her	   that	   he	   does	   not	   known	   where	   she	  
stands.	   Shareese	   illustrates	   the	  murkiness	   of	   the	   boundary	   between	   professional	   and	  
people	  who	  play	  legitimately	  the	  game.	  
The	  scholarship	  about	  the	  white	  working-­‐class	  –	  to	  which	  Larry	  identifies	  and	  belongs	  to,	  
even	  if	  he	  has	  a	  service	  job,	  “I	  don’t	  wear	  a	  suit,	  because	  I’m	  from	  the	  streets”	  he	  often	  
says	  with	  seriousness	  –	  documents	  with	  great	  regularity	  the	  central	  value	  of	  not	  being	  a	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leech	  but	  being	  responsible.	  Not	  abusing	  the	  system	  and	  doing	  a	  good	  job	  is	  a	  staple	  of	  
working-­‐class	  morality	  (see	  especially	  Rieder	  1985,	  chapter	  4&5;	  but	  also	  Kefalas	  2005,	  




EDUCATING	  INEXPERIENCED	  LANDLORDS	  TO	  THE	  PRACTICE	  OF	  THE	  BUY-­‐OUT	  
Tenants	   may	   play	   the	   game.	   They	   can	   work	   the	   system	   if	   needed	   and	   for	   a	   limited	  
amount	  of	   time	   and	  money,	   not	   as	   a	  mode	  of	   living.	  However	   it	   needs,	   on	   the	  other	  
side,	  landlords	  who	  recognize	  this	  right.	  
The	  moral	  worldview	  in	  which	  there	  is	  space	  to	  play	  the	  game,	  is	  never	  as	  clear	  as	  when	  
Larry	   has	   to	   educate	   an	   inexperienced	   landlord	   about	   the	   practice	   buy-­‐out.	   There	   is	  
something	   deeply	   counter-­‐intuitive	   for	   these	   landlords	   about	   the	   buy-­‐out.	   Paying	   a	  
tenant	  to	  leave	  an	  apartment	  that	  the	  tenant,	  by	  definition,	  does	  not	  own	  seems	  to	  run	  
counter	  to	  how	  the	  housing	  market	  is	  supposed	  to	  work.	  It	  becomes	  even	  more	  puzzling	  
for	  landlords,	  that	  often	  tenant	  who	  need	  to	  be	  bought	  out	  are	  often	  “bad”	  tenants	  who	  
stop	  paying	  rent	  on	  issues	  they	  find	  trivial,	  or	  tenants	  who	  pay	  very	  little	  rent	  because	  
they	  live	  in	  a	  rent-­‐controlled	  apartment.	  	  
One	  of	   the	  roles	  of	  Larry	   is	   to	  help	   landlords	  sorting	   in	  these	  exceptional	  and	  puzzling	  
situations	   what	   are	   the	   legitimate	   claims	   and	   the	   fantasist	   ones.	   His	   role	   is	   to	   make	  
landlords	   aware	   that	   a	   tenant	   who	   creates	   a	   situation	   of	   conflict	   in	   his	   favor	   can	  
legitimately	  ask	  for	  buy-­‐out	  of	  a	  certain	  size;	  and	  for	  the	  landlord	  to	  pay	  it	   is	  ordinary.	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For	  a	  landlord	  to	  refuse	  to	  acknowledge	  this	  form	  of	  exchange	  is	  a	  sign	  of	  inexperience	  
and	  naïveté.	  
“A	  FEW	  BUCKS	  TO	  GET	  THE	  F_	  OUT”	  
Jackie	  Giunta	  is	  a	  retired	  cop	  from	  Brooklyn.	  He	  is	  now	  a	  private	  detective	  and	  he	  does	  
not	   live	   in	   New	   York	   anymore.	   He	   can	   be	   seen	   at	   Jimmy’s	   Diner	   every	   two	  months.	  
Before	  I	  started	  my	  fieldwork	  with	  Larry,	  Jackie	  used	  to	  come	  to	  Jimmy’s	  almost	  every	  
day.	   Larry	   befriended	   him	   there.	   Jackie	   has	   introduced	   Larry	   to	   several	   people	   of	  
interest	   included	   the	   criminal	   lawyer	   Dave	   Rubenstein,	   who	   then	   introduces	   Larry	   to	  
members	   of	   Brooklyn’s	   organized	   crime	   who	   have	   real	   estate	   assets.	   But	   Jackie	   also	  
refers	  Larry	  to	  plain	  small	  landlords	  who	  have	  a	  problem	  with	  their	  tenant.	  Ray	  Aventino	  
is	  one	  of	  them.	  	  
Larry	  calls	  Ray	  Aventino,	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  day.	  Larry	  reaches	  Ray’s	  wife	  –	  it	  must	  be	  a	  
landline.	  
“Jackie	  Giunta	  who	  happened	  to	  be	  a	  very	  good	  friend	  of	  mine,	   I	  guess	  recommended	  
me	  to,	  what	  is	  his	  last	  name,	  to	  Mr.	  Aventino	  so	  he	  can	  reach	  me”	  
The	  woman	  explains	  that	  they	  have	  a	  problem	  with	  a	  tenant.	  Immediately,	  Larry	  asks:	  
“Rent	  controlled?	  Rent	  stabilized?	  Whatever	  it	  is?”	  
The	  woman	  is	  surprised	  she	  is	  asked	  by	  Larry	  to	  reveal	  details	  of	  her	  private	  situation	  to	  
someone	  she	  does	  not	  know.	  She	  asks	  who	  is	  Larry.	  	  
“Well	  Jackie	  has	  given	  my	  name	  and	  number	  to	  Mr.	  Aventino.	  He	  called	  me	  and	  left	  me	  
a	  message	  that	  he	  has	  a	  building	  in	  Brighton	  Beach	  that	  he	  may	  need	  some	  help	  with.	  So	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I’m	  returning	  his	  call.	  I	  was	  in	  the	  subway	  and	  then	  in	  court.	  So	  if	  I	  can’t	  talk	  to	  Ray,	  he	  
can	  call	  me	  back,	  and	  I	  would	  be	  more	  than	  happy	  to	  help.”	  
The	  woman	  on	  the	  phone	  feels	  more	  at	  ease.	  Larry	  and	  her	  start	  talking	  about	  the	  case	  
“What	  is	  it	  about?	  You	  wanna	  tell	  me?”	  says	  Larry	  with	  a	  conciliatory	  tone.	  
…	  
“Can	  you	  tell	  me	  a	  little	  more?	  How	  many	  units	  are	  you	  having	  in	  the	  building?	  
…	  
“That	  means	  they	  are	  rent	  regulated.”	  
…	  
“Eeewww.	  Section	  8?	  Are	  they	  Russians?	  Oh,	  ok	  good.”	  Larry	   is	  relieved.	  The	  tenant	   is	  
not	  Russian	  or	  section	  8.	  Just	  rent-­‐controlled.	  “Because	  section	  8,	  I	  dislike	  and	  despise.	  I	  
remember	  that	  neighborhood	  back	  in	  74.	  You	  don’t	  want	  to	  go	  there.	  It	   is	  a	  historical-­‐
social-­‐racial	  profiling.	  Anyway.	  Tell	  me	  a	  little	  bit	  more	  about	  that	  tenant.”	  	  
…	  
“Ok.	  She	  has	  received	  succession	  rights?”	  
Larry	  is	  trying	  to	  assess	  whether	  the	  tenancy	  of	  the	  person	  living	  in	  the	  apartment	  can	  
be	  contested	  in	  court.	   It	   is	  a	  classic	  strategy	  of	   landlords	  who	  are	   in	  conflict	  with	  their	  
tenant,	   especially	   in	   cases	   about	   rent-­‐controlled	   apartments.	   As	   a	   general	   rule	   rent-­‐
controlled	   apartment	   do	   not	   have	   leases.	   Therefore	   legal	   tenancy	   and	   even	   more	  
succession	  rights	  have	  to	  be	  proved	  by	  other	  means.	  	  
One	  of	  the	  major	  advocacy	  groups	  in	  New	  York	  defines	  succession	  rights	  as	  follows:	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“When	  a	  tenant	  in	  a	  rent-­‐stabilized	  or	  rent-­‐controlled	  apartment	  dies	  or	  moves,	  certain	  
family	   members	   (including	   nontraditional	   family	   members	   who	   are	   not	   necessarily	  
related)	  who	  have	  been	  living	  in	  the	  apartment	  have	  the	  right,	  under	  certain	  conditions,	  
to	  take	  over	  the	  tenancy”55.	  	  
Larry	   tries	   to	   assess	   the	   robustness	   of	   the	   tenant’s	   claim	   of	   succession	   rights	   in	   the	  
absence	  of	  the	  lease.	  Maybe,	  legally,	  she	  can	  be	  considered	  into	  a	  squatter.	  He	  says:	  
“Your	  problem	  is	  if	  she	  has	  lived	  here	  since	  1983,	  and	  if	  she	  has	  received	  her	  mail	  there,	  
you’re	  out	  of	  luck	  [because	  she	  is	  officially	  a	  tenant].	  So	  has	  she	  received	  [mail]?”	  
Yes,	   the	   tenant	   did	   receive	   mail	   to	   the	   apartment.	   Therefore,	   she	   has	   listed	   the	  
apartment	  as	  her	  principal	  residence.	  She	  is	  most	  probably	  entitled	  to	  succession	  rights.	  
After	  his	  quick	  inquiry,	  Larry	  concludes:	  
“Then	  I	  will	  tell	  what	  it	  is	  all	  about.	  You	  know	  what	  she	  wants?	  A	  few	  bucks	  to	  get	  out.”	  
The	  woman	   on	   the	   phone	   does	   not	   believe	   it.	   It	   seems	   to	   her	   utterly	   strange	   that	   a	  
tenant	  who	   is	   not	   the	   owner	   could	   be	   paid	   to	   leave	   an	   apartment.	  With	   irony,	   Larry	  
asks:	  
“So	  what	  doe	  she	  wanna	  do,	  just	  breaks	  your	  chaps?”	  	  
The	  woman	  on	  the	  phone	  starts	  to	  be	  destabilized	  and	  change	  her	  opinion.	  She	  asks	  if	  it	  
would	  make	   financial	   sense	   to	  give	   the	  money	   for	   the	   tenant	   to	   leave	   the	  apartment.	  
Larry	  replies	  assertively.	  
“Big	   time.	  How	  many	  bedrooms?	  Two-­‐bedrooms	   in	   that	  neighborhood	   is	  worth	  about	  
1800	  dollars.	  	  Legally	  she	  is	  the	  tenant.”	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55	  http://metcouncilonhousing.org/help_and_answers/succession_rights	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THE	  YOUNG	  LANDLORD	  WHO	  DISCOVERS	  THE	  “GAME”:	  CHRIS	  AND	  HIS	  FATHER	  
A	   different	   occasion	   illustrates	   the	   education	   that	   Larry	   provides	   to	   inexperienced	  
landlords	  on	  the	  ordinary	  practice	  of	  the	  buy-­‐out.	  	  
Miss	  Williams	  has	  referred	  to	  Larry	  Chris,	  a	  young	  man,	  about	  25,	  white,	  and	  above	  all	  
ambitious	  and	  sure	  of	  himself,	  and	  his	   father,	  a	  doctor.	  Chris	  has	   inherited	  a	  building.	  
Three	  tenants	  were	  paying	  rents	  significantly	  below	  market.	  However,	  just	  before	  he	  got	  
possession,	   a	   tenant	   left	   and	   received	   $50,000.	   Chris	   negotiated	   a	   buy-­‐out	   with	   the	  
second	  tenant.	  He	  received	  $7,000.	  Chris	  is	  happy	  and	  proud	  to	  have	  given	  up	  much	  less	  
than	  the	  previous	   landlord.	  The	  third	  tenant,	  however,	  still	   lives	   in	  the	  building.	  She	   is	  
aware	   the	   first	   tenant	  has	   gotten	  $50,000	  and	  asks	   the	   same	  amount.	  Chris	  does	  not	  
want	  to	  pay	  such	  an	  amount.	  	  
It	   is	   a	   classic	   situation.	  When	   a	   building	   changes	   hands	   or	   is	   about	   to	   change	   hands,	  
there	   is	  a	   strong	   interest	   for	   the	   landlord	   to	  negotiate	   secretly	  and	   separately	   several	  
buy-­‐outs	   with	   several	   tenants.	   However,	   tenants	   may	   know	   each	   other,	   or	   a	   third	  
person,	   the	   superintendant,	   can	   communicate	   significant	   information	   to	   one	   another,	  
making	   the	   negotiations	   more	   difficult	   and	   the	   whole	   operation	   more	   costly	   for	   the	  
landlord.	  This	  is	  what	  has	  happened	  to	  Chris.	  And	  he	  refuses	  to	  see	  it.	  
Chris	  and	  his	  father	  arrived	  in	  Larry’s	  tiny	  and	  windowless	  office.	  They	  are	  surprised	  by	  
how	  underwhelming	   the	   place	   is.	   Christ	   has	   come	  with	   documents	   and	   copies	   of	   law	  
books.	  He	  has	  studied	  the	  law	  he	  says.	  He	  says	  to	  Larry	  he	  thinks	  he	  can	  get	  an	  eviction	  
in	  housing	  court.	  He	  is	  very	  enthusiastic	  about	  the	  article	  of	  law	  he	  has	  found	  and	  feels	  it	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can	  be	  used	  against	  her	   tenant.	  He	  tries	   to	   read	   it	   to	  Larry,	  but	  Larry	  barely	   listens	   to	  
him.	  	  
Finally	  Larry	  asks,	  out	  of	  the	  blue,	  cutting	  short	  Chris:	  
“Who	  is	  your	  lawyer?”	  	  
Chris	  and	  his	  father	  give	  Larry	  a	  name.	  	  
“Oh	  he	  never	  goes	  to	  court!”	  Larry	  says	  with	  a	  laugh.	  
“Yes!”	  respond	  the	  father	  and	  the	  son	  at	  once.	  	  
Chris	  and	  his	  father	  are	  rejoiced.	  The	  father	  asks,	  	  
“Will	  you	  go	  to	  court?”	  	  
“Of	  course!	  Ask	  him”,	  says	  Larry,	  pointing	  at	  me.	  
Christ	  still	  does	  not	  have	  Larry’s	  opinion	  about	  the	  article	  he	  thinks	  will	  be	  critical	  for	  the	  
trial.	  Chris	  goes	  back	  to	  his	  initial	  question:	  what	  does	  Larry	  think	  of	  the	  article	  of	  law	  he	  
has	  uncovered?	  Does	  he	  think	  it	  can	  be	  used	  against	  the	  tenant?	  	  
Larry	  does	  not	  respond	  to	  Chris.	  He	  asks,	  instead,	  	  
“Have	  you	  ever	  been	  to	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court?”	  	  
Chris	  says	  no.	  But	  he	  has	  read	  the	  law	  and	  he	  says,	  	  
“The	  law	  is	  the	  law.”	  	  
Chris	   starts	   making	   his	   legal	   argument,	   but	   Larry	   does	   not	   want	   to	   hear	   it.	   Larry	   is	  
looking	  at	  his	  cell	  phones	  when	  Chris	  is	  talking.	  Chris	  is	  visibly	  frustrated.	  Not	  only	  by	  the	  
Larry’s	   dismissive	   attitude	   but	   also	   by	   the	   court,	   by	   his	   lawyer.	   He	   has	   read	   a	   lot	   of	  
jurisprudence,	  he	  keeps	  repeating.	  He	  does	  not	  understand	  why	  he	  would	  lose	  in	  court.	  
But	   Larry	   does	  not	   argue	  on	   the	   case.	   Larry	   explains	   it	   does	  not	  matter	   to	   him;	  what	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matters	  is	  that	  “judges	  are	  a	  bunch	  of	  bleeding	  heart	  liberals”	  who	  are	  pro-­‐tenants,	  who	  
are	  doing	  advocacy	  and	  political	  activism	  in	  favor	  of	  tenants,	  instead	  of	  applying	  the	  law	  
and	  respecting	  the	  “right”	  of	  landlords.	  	  	  
“So,	  what	  are	  our	  chances	  to	  win	  the	  case?”	  asks	  Chris’	  father.	  	  
“Close	  to	  zero”,	  responds	  Larry	  flatly.	  	  
Chris	  immediately	  interjects,	  as	  if	  he	  has	  found	  a	  gap	  in	  Larry’s	  argument.	  
“So	  why	  should	  we	  hire	  you,	  if	  you	  cannot	  win	  us	  the	  case?”	  	  
“I	   don’t	   want	   to	   lie	   to	   you,	   I	   tell	   you	   how	   it	   is”,	   Larry	   says	   with	   the	   same	   tone	   of	  
someone	  stating	  the	  obvious	  and	  
Larry	  slightly	  changes	  the	  topic	  of	  the	  conversation:	  	  
“Let	  me	  ask	  you	  a	  question,	  do	  you	  have	  the	  $50,000	  for	  the	  buy-­‐out?”	  	  
Chris	  looks	  interrogatively	  at	  his	  father,	  and	  says,	  with	  hesitation	  in	  his	  voice.	  
“Maybe”.	  	  
Larry	  is	  now	  exasperated	  by	  the	  Chris’	  attitude.	  He	  advises	  Chris	  to	  pay	  $50,000	  and	  to	  
recover	  the	  loss	  in	  the	  next	  five	  years	  charging	  higher	  rents.	  	  
Chris	   finds	   it	  unacceptable.	  He	  cannot	  understand	  why	  his	   chances	   to	  win	   the	  case	   in	  
court	  are	  null.	  	  
For	  Larry,	  there	  is	  nothing	  to	  explain.	  His	  opinion	  of	  his	  chances	  being	  “close	  to	  zero”	  is	  
not	  based	  on	  a	  legal	  argument.	  It	  is	  based	  on	  Larry’s	  experience	  and	  “knowing”	  the	  bias	  
of	  judges,	  especially	  in	  cases	  of	  repossession	  of	  a	  rent-­‐controlled	  apartment.	  
The	  father	  asks	  how	  much	  it	  would	  cost	  to	  go	  on	  trial.	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“Something	  like	  $3,000”,	  says	  Larry.	  “But	  it	  depends	  how	  far	  you	  are	  willing	  to	  take	  the	  
case	  in	  the	  court	  system.	  But	  first,	  Larry	  adds,	  you	  will	  have	  to	  get	  rid	  of	  your	  lawyer	  and	  
hire	  my	  lawyer.	  I	  have	  two.”	  	  
Chris	  and	  his	  father	  are	  puzzled	  by	  this	  last	  remark.	  They	  thought	  Larry	  was	  a	  lawyer.	  	  
“What	  is	  your	  role	  exactly?”	  asks	  the	  father.	  	  
“I’m	  not	  a	  lawyer,	  I’m	  better	  than	  a	  lawyer”,	  says	  Larry	  with	  a	  big	  smile.	  He	  is	  happy	  of	  
his	  formulation	  and	  the	  aura	  of	  mystery	  it	  creates	  around	  him.	  
But	  instead	  of	  hooking	  up	  his	  audience,	  it	  seems	  that	  Chris	  and	  his	  father	  start	  thinking	  
Larry	  is	  a	  useless	  phony.	  Chris	  and	  his	  father	  do	  not	  pursue	  further	  the	  discussion	  about	  
Larry’s	   role.	   They	   seem	   disheartened.	   There	   is	   a	   too	   long	   silence.	   Larry	   big	   smile	  
disappears.	  He	  says	  he	  is	  late	  for	  an	  important	  meeting.	  Everybody	  agrees	  to	  leave.	  	  
Once	   outside,	   in	   front	   of	   Jimmy’s	   diner,	   Chris	   has	   found	   again	   some	   of	   his	   initial,	  
juvenile,	  enthusiasm.	  He	  asks	  Larry	  with	  the	  same	  naïveté:	  
“What	  can	  we	  do	  to	  change	  the	  system?	  Are	  your	  part	  of	  something?”	  	  
After	  a	  sigh,	  Larry	  replies	  coldly	  to	  Chris’	  renewed	  excitement.	  
“No	  I’m	  not	  part	  of	  anything.	  I	  don’t	  have	  time	  for	  that.	  I	  work	  for	  myself.”	  	  
Larry	  says	  we	  have	  to	  go.	  He	  shakes	  hands	  with	  both	  men.	  Turning	  his	  head	  to	  the	  large	  
crossroads	  where	   Jimmy’s	  diner	   sits,	   Larry	   sees	   two	  black	  men	   in	   a	  burgundy	  Cadillac	  
who	  wave	  at	  him,	  while	  at	  the	  red	  stop.	  He	  runs	  to	  them.	  He	  asks	  them	  if	  they	  can	  take	  
him	  and	  I	  to	  Bed-­‐Stuy.	  They	  agree.	  Larry	  makes	  a	  hand-­‐sign	  for	  me	  to	  come	  join	  him	  and	  
he	  jumps	  in	  the	  car.	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Inside,	   I	   see	   that	   Larry	   has	   no	  memory	   of	  who	   these	   two	  men	   are.	   But	   the	   two	  men	  
remember	   Larry	   well	   from	   past	   circumstances	   I	   cannot	   decipher.	   Larry	   has	  
opportunistically	   used	   them	   and	   their	   car	   to	   get	   out	   of	   a	   meeting	   that	   was	   going	  
nowhere.	  	  
I	  ask	  Larry	  what	  he	  thinks	  about	  Chris.	  With	  contained	  anger	  and	  open	  frustration,	  Larry	  
tells	  me	  he	  finds	  him	  “arrogant”	  and	  “young”.	  With	  these	  adjectives,	  Larry	  expresses	  a	  
particular	   kind	   of	   frustration.	   It	   is	   the	   frustration	   that	   comes	   from	   saying	   something	  
significant	  that	  falls	  on	  deaf	  ears.	  It	  is	  the	  frustration	  of	  a	  speaker	  that	  does	  not	  have	  a	  
good-­‐enough	  audience	  to	  appreciate	  what	   is	  said.	  Larry	   feels,	  probably	  rightly	  so,	   that	  
Chris	  and	  his	  father	  did	  not	  understand	  the	  perspective	  on	  the	  housing	  market	  he	  was	  
trying	   to	   convey,	   and	   how	   this	   perspective	   highlights	   his	   own	   role.	   This	   absence	   of	  
communication	  is	  a	  tiny	  but	  painful	  tragedy	  for	  Larry.	  	  
Chris	  and	  his	  father	  repeatedly	  ask	  Larry	  about	  his	  exact	  role	  in	  the	  housing	  market.	  If	  he	  
is	  not	  a	   lawyer,	   if	  he	  cannot	  comment	  on	  the	  disposition	  that	  Chris	  finds	  so	  critical	  for	  
his	  case,	  and	  if,	  simply,	  he	  cannot	  win	  them	  the	  court	  case,	  what	  is	  Larry’s	  use,	  they	  ask.	  
Their	   perspective	   is	   the	   one	   organized	   by	   the	   official,	   legally	   sanctioned,	   categories.	  
Larry	  is	  invisible	  in	  their	  eyes,	  because	  he	  does	  not	  fit	  in	  any	  of	  the	  common	  categories	  
they	  use.	  He	  is	  not	  a	  lawyer.	  He	  is	  not	  an	  advocate	  or	  a	  lobbyist	  in	  Albany.	  They	  do	  not	  
understand	  what	  Larry	  does	  and	  who	  he	  is.	  	  
There	  is	  a	  perspective	  from	  which	  Larry’s	  role	  is	  made	  visible	  in	  the	  housing	  market.	  It	  is	  
a	   perspective	   that	   requires	  making	   one	   step	   aside	   from	   the	   official	   categories	   of	   the	  
housing	  market.	   Because	   tenants	   negotiate	   buy-­‐outs,	   because	   tenants	   use	   the	   law	   to	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create	  leverage	  on	  landlords,	  because	  judges	  make	  decisions	  that	  are	  seen	  arbitrary	  and	  
dependant	  on	  personal	  morals,	  there	  are	  negotiations	  and	  bargaining	  to	  be	  made,	  there	  
are	  strategies	  to	  develop	  –	  there	  is	  a	  game	  to	  be	  played.	  It	  is	  a	  step	  aside	  that	  renders	  
the	  saying	  “the	  law	  is	  the	  law”	  meaningless	  and	  naïve.	  Larry	  tells	  Chris	  and	  his	  father	  he	  
is	  better	  than	  a	  lawyer	  because	  he	  knows	  intimately	  how	  the	  judge	  think	  and	  react	  to	  a	  
case	  and	  how	  tenants	  think	  and	  react	  in	  a	  situation	  similar	  to	  the	  one	  Chris	  is	  in.	  	  Miss	  
Williams	  referred	  Larry	  to	  Chris	  and	  his	  father,	  because	  being	  book-­‐smart,	  like	  a	  lawyer	  
and	  like	  Chris,	  is	  not	  enough.	  “Experience	  trumps	  knowledge”,	  ”Streets-­‐smart	  matters”	  
Larry	  says	  constantly.	  	  
Scholars	  usually	  use	  the	  metaphor	  of	   the	  housing	  market	  as	  a	  game,	  when	  they	  study	  
the	  upper	   stratum	  of	   the	  housing	  market.	  But	  Larry	   feels	   that	   “his”	  housing	  market	   is	  
also	  a	  game.	  The	  reason	  he	  sees	  the	  housing	  market	  as	  game	   is	   that	  he	  perceives	   the	  
margins	  between	  the	  laws	  and	  regulations	  and	  the	  strategies	  people	  undertake.	  The	  real	  
saying	  for	  Larry	  is	  not	  “the	  law	  is	  the	  law”	  as	  Chris	  says,	  but	  the	  “the	  rules	  of	  the	  game	  
are	  not	  the	  law	  and	  regulation”.	  
This	   is	   what	   Chris	   and	   his	   father	   have	   failed	   noticing	   –	   and	   what	   Larry	   has	   failed	  
conveying.	  	  
To	  my	  knowledge,	  Chris	  and	  his	  father	  have	  never	  called	  back	  Larry.	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“WHEN	  YOU’RE	  TOO	  SMART,	  YOU’RE	  TOO	  STUPID”	  
Landlords	  often	  resist	  to	  the	  distinction	  between	  the	  legitimate	  practice	  of	  “playing	  the	  
game”	  and	  the	  abuse	  of	  rights	  by	  “professional	  tenants”.	  For	  these	  landlords,	  all	  tenants	  
who	   stop	   paying	   rent	   because	   they	   claim	   repairs	   or	   ask	   for	   buy-­‐out	   to	   vacate	   an	  
apartment	   are	   professional	   tenants,	   even	   if	   they	   follow	   law	   and	   regulations.	   These	  
landlords	   refer	   to	   an	   abstract	   view	  of	   how	  property	   rights	   should	  work.	   It	   is	   a	   purely	  
economic	  view.	  It	  is	  swiftly	  summarized	  by	  a	  common	  saying,	  “if	  you	  don’t	  pay,	  get	  out”.	  
Larry	   often	   uses	   this	   sentence,	   to	   the	   pleasure	   of	  many	   landlords	   –	   but	   he	   perfectly	  
knows	   this	   is	   not	   how	   things	   really	   work.	   And	   precisely	   because	   the	   housing	  market	  
does	  not	  work	  like	  that,	  he	  has	  an	  economic	  role.	  
For	  Larry,	  these	  landlords	  are	  either	  inexperienced,	  like	  Chris,	  or	  plainly	  “stupid”.	  	  They	  
refuse	  to	  play	  the	  game	  and	  they	  lose	  money.	  They	  are	  immodest,	  hubristic,	  “too	  smart	  
and	  too	  stupid”	  in	  Larry’s	  lingo.	  As	  such	  they	  deserve	  to	  be	  tricked	  and	  the	  temptation	  
to	  switch	  sides	  exist.	   If	  the	  landlord	  is	  too	  stubborn	  and	  willfully	  blind	  to	  the	  nature	  of	  
game,	  then	  Larry	  is	  entitled	  to	  work	  with	  the	  tenant	  against	  the	  landlord.	  	  
The	   contentious	   relationships	   between	   Andrezj	   Dabrowski,	   a	   landlord,	   and	   Dick	  
O’Malley,	  a	  tenant	  illustrates	  how	  the	  moral	  code	  dynamically	  orients	  economic	  action	  
as	   it	   unfolds,	   instead	   of	   coming	   as	   a	   legitimating	   force	   after	   the	   economic	   exchanges	  
have	  already	  taken	  place.	  	  	  
At	  first,	  Larry	  sees	  Andrezj	  as	  an	  opportunity	  for	  making	  money	  and	  Dick	  as	  an	  obstacle	  
to	   these	   projects.	   However,	   in	   a	   matter	   of	   few	   months,	   the	   positions	   have	   almost	  
reversed.	  Andrezj	  has	  become	   the	  obstacle	  and	  Dick	   is	   the	  opportunity,	  however	  of	  a	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lesser	   dimension	   than	   Andrezj	   has	   been	   for	   Larry.	   This	   reversal	   happens	   because	  
Andrezj	  appears	  as	  a	  “stupid”	  landlord	  who	  inflexibly	  does	  not	  want	  to	  play	  the	  game;	  
and	  Dick,	   in	  contrast,	   is	   revealed	  as	  a	  reasonable	  tenant	  who	  acts	  with	  restraint	  when	  
making	   his	   demand	   for	   a	   buy-­‐out.	   In	   the	   end,	   Larry	   is	   even	   secretly	   advancing	   Dick’s	  
interests	  at	  the	  expense	  of	  Andrezj,	  while	  he	   is	  being	  paid	  by	  Andrezj.	  Even	   if	  he	  does	  
not	  like	  to	  admit	  it,	  Larry	  has	  de	  facto	  switched	  sides.	  He	  has	  betrayed	  the	  fiduciary	  duty	  
to	  his	  employer.	  
The	  shift	  is	  brought	  by	  a	  principle	  of	  justice,	  not	  by	  material	  interest.	  Dick	  deserves	  the	  
buy-­‐out	  he	  asks	  for,	  because	  it	  is	  reasonable.	  Andrezj	  deserves	  to	  be	  duped,	  because	  he	  
is	  foolish.	  If	  he	  does	  not	  want	  to	  play	  the	  game,	  the	  game	  will	  be	  played	  against	  him.	  In	  
switching	   sides,	   Larry	   does	   not	   make	   more	   money	   for	   himself.	   The	   dynamic	   of	   the	  
relationship	   Andrezj-­‐Larry-­‐Dick	   is	   shaped	   not	   only	   by	   the	   relative	   strength	   of	   each	  
individual’s	   bargaining	   position	   towards	   the	   others.	   It	   is	   also	   organized	   by	   a	   few	  
principles	  of	  justice	  and	  fairness	  in	  economic	  affairs	  –	  i.e.	  a	  moral	  economy	  (Scott	  1977;	  
Thompson	   1971)	   –	   that	   are	   embedded	   in	   the	   expressions	   “playing	   the	   game”,	  
“professional	  tenant”,	  or	  “foolish	  landlord”.	  
$2	  MILLION	  ENTRAPPED	  IN	  A	  BUILDING	  IN	  RUINS	  	  
Andrezj	  Dabrowski,	  a	  Polish	  immigrant,	  illustrates	  the	  figure	  of	  the	  landlord	  who	  refuses	  
to	  play	  the	  game,	  at	  the	  risk	  of	  losing	  money	  and	  in	  the	  name	  of	  the	  sanctity	  of	  property	  
rights.	   Andrezj	   owns	   a	   building	   and	   his	   sister,	   a	   deeply	   catholic	   woman,	   helps	   him	  
managing	  it.	  Both	  in	  their	  80’s,	  Andrezj	  and	  his	  sister	  do	  not	  speak	  English.	  They	  need	  an	  
interpreter,	  a	  younger	  woman,	  who	  is	  probably	  in	  her	  early	  50s.	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Andrezj’s	  properties	  include	  the	  eight-­‐family	  building	  and	  the	  adjacent	  vacant	  lot.	  Larry	  
also	  believes	  that	  Andrezj	  has	  a	  stake	  in	  the	  bar	   in	  the	  next	  building,	  which	  makes	  the	  
corner	   with	   a	   larger	   avenue.	   The	   situation	   “is	   an	   assemblage	   waiting	   to	   happen”,	  
according	   to	   Larry.	   The	  market	   logic	   is	   that	   the	   building	   should	   be	   torn	   down,	   and	   a	  
unique	  condominium	  building	  using	  both	  lots	  should	  be	  erected,	  while	  the	  bar	  should	  be	  
renovated	  so	  that	  newcomers	  can	  patronize	  it.	  	  
The	  situation,	  indeed,	  seems	  susceptible	  to	  this	  form	  of	  real	  estate	  investments.	  On	  one	  
hand,	   the	   building	   is	   located	   in	   the	   rapidly	   gentrifying	   neighborhood	   of	   Greenpoint,	  
Brooklyn.	  Greenpoint	  is	  historically	  a	  Polish	  enclave	  with	  light	  industries	  situated	  next	  to	  
the	  East	  River.	   The	  bordering	  areas	  of	  Greenpoint	  are	  Williamsburg	  on	   the	  South	  and	  
Long	   Island	   City	   on	   the	   North.	   They	   are	   two	   fully	   redeveloped	   neighborhoods,	   with	  
massive	  glass-­‐buildings	  condominiums.	  To	  a	  lesser	  extent,	  Greenpoint	  is	  also	  the	  object	  
of	   private	   investments,	  which	   a	   relative	   isolation	   form	   public	   transportation	   can	   only	  
slow	  down	  but	  not	  stop56.	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	  the	  building,	  with	  its	  eight-­‐units,	   is	   in	  a	  state	  of	  shocking	  disrepair.	  
Behind	   an	   unremarkable	   façade,	   it	   is	   a	   building	   that	   is	   falling	   apart.	   The	   apartment	  
where	  Larry	  and	  I	  meet	  Andrezj,	  his	  sister,	  and	  the	  interpreter	  has	  still	  some	  furniture	  in	  
it,	  and	  a	  working	  kitchen.	  However,	  most	  of	  the	  walls	  that	  separate	  the	  apartment	  from	  
the	   building’s	   hallways	   are	   destroyed,	   making	   an	   unusual	   sight	   of	   a	   barely	   furnished	  
apartment,	   a	   coffee	   table,	   a	   couch	   and	   a	   few	   chairs,	  with	   no	   external	  walls	   and	  with	  
massive	  holes	  in	  the	  ceiling.	  A	  thick	  coat	  of	  dust	  covers	  everything.	  It	  smells	  like	  an	  old	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56	  There	  is	  only	  one	  subway	  line	  in	  Greenpoint	  –	  the	  G	  line	  –	  whose	  particularity	  is	  to	  be	  the	  only	  subway	  line	  in	  New	  
York	  not	  to	  have	  a	  station	  in	  Manhattan.	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humid	  basement.	  Because	  it	   is	  raining	  outside	  on	  a	  cloudy	  spring	  morning,	  and	  we	  are	  
on	  the	  first	   floor,	  the	  only	  sources	  of	   light	  are	  two	  naked	   light	  bulbs	  and	  the	  kitchen’s	  
light.	   The	   refrigerator	   of	   the	   kitchen	   still	  works,	   and	  Andrezj’s	   sister,	  who	   thinks	   I	   am	  
Larry’s	   son,	   is	   eager	   to	   give	  me	   some	  orange	   juice.	   I	   am	   so	   repulse	   by	   the	  place	   that	  
when	   she	   serves	  me	   the	   juice	   in	   a	   glass	   taken	   from	   the	   kitchen	   closets,	   I	   hesitate	   to	  
drink	  it,	  and	  I	  cannot	  prevent	  myself	  from	  carefully	  smelling	  and	  tasting	  the	  juice	  before	  
having	  a	   full	  gulp.	  There	   is	  no	  sign	  that	   the	  building	   is	  under	  construction.	  There	   is	  no	  
tool,	  no	  stacked	  up	  beams,	  no	  plastic	   sheet,	  no	  sheetrock,	  none	  of	   the	  common	  signs	  
that	  construction	  work	  is	  happening.	  The	  building	  seems	  to	  fall	  into	  ruins	  by	  itself.	  There	  
is	  no	  value	  in	  keeping	  the	  building	  structure.	  	  
With	  the	  perspective	  of	  the	  assemblage,	  Larry	  estimates	  that	  the	  value	  of	  the	  building	  
and	  the	  lot	  is	  close	  to	  $2	  million.	  	  
However,	   there	   is	   an	   obstacle	   that	   prevents	   Andrezj	   from	   getting	   rapidly	   this	  money.	  
The	   interpreter	   explains	   the	   situation	   to	   Larry	   and	   I.	   The	  building	   is	   empty	  except	   for	  
one	  tenant,	  Dick	  O’Malley.	  Dick	   is	  72.	  He	   is	  a	  retired	  firefighter.	  His	  apartment	   is	  rent-­‐
controlled.	  He	   pays	   $200	   a	  month	   for	   a	   one-­‐bedroom.	   Two	   years	   before,	  Dick	  won	   a	  
critical	  court	  battle	  against	  them.	  The	  judgment	  granted	  Dick	  the	  right	  to	  stay	  put	  at	  his	  
current	   rent.	  Out	  of	  disgust,	  anger	  and	  protest,	  Andrezj	  and	  his	  sister	  do	  not	  cash	  the	  
rent	  that	  Dick	  sends	  them	  –	  a	  strangely	  symbolic	  yet	  surprisingly	  common	  practice	  for	  
landlords,	  which	  expresses	  that	  in	  the	  landlord’s	  eyes	  the	  tenant	  is	  a	  squatter.	  	  
As	   long	  as	  Dick	   lives	   in	  the	  building,	  Andrezj	  and	  his	  sister	  cannot	  realize	  the	   immense	  
profits	  that	  gentrification	  has	  accidentally	  brought	  them.	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Larry	   offers	   to	   negotiate	   the	   buy-­‐out	   on	   behalf	   of	   Andrezj	   and	   his	   sister.	   The	   owners	  
agree	   and	   ask	  what	  would	   be	   Larry’s	   commission.	   Larry	   is	   evasive	   but	   says	   it	   will	   be	  
reasonable.	  As	  often,	  Larry	  has	  in	  mind	  he	  could	  be	  part	  of	  the	  assemblage,	  “down	  the	  
road”.	  
At	  this	  point	  of	  the	  conversation,	  the	  interpreter	  asks,	  out	  of	  the	  blue,	  if	  Larry	  is	  Italian.	  
He	   says	   no,	   he	   is	   a	   Jewish	   guy	   from	   Brooklyn.	   Saying	   this,	   Larry	   uses	   the	   heaviest	  
Brooklyn	   accent	   he	   can	   and	  he	   laughs	   heartily.	   In	   response,	   the	   interpreter	   says	  with	  
approbation	  that’s	  great	  because	  “Jews	  are	  good	  with	  money,	  right?”	  She	  repeats	  twice	  
and	  she	  waits	  from	  Larry	  to	  confirm	  he	  agrees	  with	  her.	  Larry	  does	  not	  say	  anything	  and	  
he	  shifts	  the	  conversation	  to	  a	  different	  topic.	  	  
Soon,	  Larry	  and	  I	   leave	  the	  building.	  Larry	  lets	  his	  anger	  out.	  However,	  he	  will	  work	  on	  
the	  case.	  It	  is	  early	  spring	  2010.	  It	  has	  been	  two	  years	  that	  Larry	  has	  not	  sold	  a	  building	  
and	  he	  needs	  the	  money.	  
A	   few	   days	   after	   the	  meeting,	   Larry	   tells	   me	   that	   the	   interpreter	   has	   called	   him	   the	  
previous	   night.	   She	   wanted	   to	   know	   if	   “he	   was	   mafia”.	   It	   makes	   Larry	   laugh	   of	  
contentment.	   In	   the	   initial	  meeting,	  when	   the	   interpreter	  asked	   if	   Larry	  was	   Italian,	   it	  
was	  a	  code	  word	  for	  membership	  to	  the	  organized	  crime	  –	  as	  it	  is	  clear	  the	  interpreter	  
has	   little	   problem	   to	   take	   for	   granted	   the	   truth-­‐value	   of	   ethnic	   stereotypes.	   She	  
reverses,	  however,	  the	  hierarchy,	  turning	  negative	  stereotypes	  into	  positive	  attributes.	  
She	  is	  sincerely	  satisfied	  that	  Larry	  is	  Jewish	  because	  “Jews	  are	  good	  with	  money”	  and	  
the	   situation	   requires	   the	   skills	   she	   attributes	   to	   Jews.	   Similarly,	   it	   would	   have	   been	  
good	  if	  Larry	  were	  Italian	  and	  mafia.	  He	  would	  have	  handled	  forcefully	  the	  negotiation	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for	   Dick’s	   buy-­‐out,	   which	   she	   implicitly	   identifies	   to	   a	   shakedown	   that	   can	   only	   be	  
counterbalanced	  by	  a	  greater	  display	  of	  force.	  	  
Larry	  is	  not	  disturbed	  by	  Andrejz’s	  demand	  for	  forcefulness	  and	  trickery.	  It	  is	  a	  common	  
confusion	   among	   Larry’s	   new	   client	   and	   it	   is	   an	   exaggeration	   that	   flatters	   Larry.	   The	  
interpreter’s	  anti-­‐Semitic	  stereotype	  is	  momentarily	  and	  conveniently	  forgotten.	  
Later	   the	   same	   day,	   Larry	   calls	   the	   interpreter.	  With	   the	   smooth	   voice	   of	   connivance	  
that	  people	  linked	  by	  a	  shared	  secret	  use,	  he	  says.	  
“You	  know	  what	  I	  want	  to	  do?	  I	  want	  you	  take	  you	  for	  lunch.	  We	  have	  some	  stuff	  to	  talk	  
about.	  I’m	  not	  too	  smart,	  I	  have	  been	  doing	  this	  business	  for	  only	  25	  years.	  I	  know	  what	  
Andrezj	   is	   doing.	   The	   almost	   empty	   building,	   the	   vacant	   lot	   next	   to	   the	   building,	   the	  
shady	  bar	  at	  the	  corner.	  I	  know	  what	  is	  going	  on	  here.	  I	  have	  seen	  it	  many	  times.	  I	  have	  
done	   it	   myself.	   It	   is	   an	   assemblage	   waiting	   to	   happen.	   You	   know	   the	   neighborhood	  
better	  than	  I	  do.”	  
…	  
“You	  have	  a	  special	  relationship	  to	  this	  community.	  Ethnicity	  is	  very	  important	  in	  these	  
neighborhoods,	  you	  know	  that,	  right?	  You	  know	  these	  people	  very	  well	  and	  they	  trust	  
you.	   I	  work	  with	   Caribbean	   landlords,	  with	   Jamaicans.	  My	   landlord	   is	   from	  Trinidad.	   I	  
know	  what	  I’m	  talking	  about.	  You	  are	  trusted	  in	  this	  community.	  So,	  you	  and	  me,	  we	  can	  
do	  something	  with	  Andrezj	  about	  the	  assemblage,	  right?	  Do	  you	  see	  where	  I’m	  going?”	  	  	  
Larry	  has	  great	  hopes	  of	  making	  money	  on	  this	  deal	  –	  for	  that	  he	  only	  needs	  to	  convince	  
Andrezj	  to	  pay	  Dick	  a	  buy-­‐out.	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THE	  TEMPTATION	  OF	  SWITCHING	  SIDES	  IN	  THE	  NAME	  OF	  BUSINESS	  AND	  MORALS	  
The	   very	   same	   day	   that	   the	   darker	   agenda	   of	   the	   owners	   is	   revealed,	   Larry	   has	  
contacted	  Dick.	  Dick	  wants	  a	  $30,000	  buy-­‐out.	  It	  is	  great	  news	  for	  Larry.	  The	  buy-­‐out	  is	  
extremely	  reasonable.	  	  
On	  the	  phone	  with	  Erin,	  Larry	  says:	  
“Dick	  knows	  the	  game	  and	  he	  plays	  it.	  He	  wanted	  a	  check	  to	  get	  the	  fuck	  out	  and	  he	  got	  
it.	   That’s	   it!	   It’s-­‐ve-­‐ry-­‐sim-­‐ple.	   He	   could	   have	   asked	   for	   $100,000	   but	   he	   didn’t	   do	   it.	  
When	  you’re	  too	  smart	  you’re	  too	  stupid”	  
There	  is	  approbation	  in	  Larry’s	  voice.	  He	  sees	  restraint	  in	  Dick’s	  behavior,	  someone	  who	  
has	  enough	  common	  sense	  not	   too	  push	  too	   far	  his	  advantage	  –	  someone	  who	   is	  not	  
“too	  smart	  and	  too	  stupid”.	  	  
Larry	  asks	  rhetorically	  to	  Erin	  how	  much	  he	  should	  ask	  for	  his	  services.	  He	  thinks	  $5,000	  
is	  a	  good	  number.	  	  
“I	  have	  to	  convince	  Andrezj	  to	  pay	  the	  tenant	  the	  $30,000.	  He	  needs	  to	  understand	  that	  
it	  is	  a	  very	  good	  opportunity.”	  
Anticipating	  half-­‐consciously	  the	  coming	  problems,	  however,	  Larry	  adds.	  
“If	  he	  does	  not	  want	  to	  pay,	  well	  fuck	  him.”	  	  
Indeed,	   Larry’s	   hopes	   do	   not	   materialize.	   In	   the	   next	   few	   months,	   nothing	   happens.	  	  
Andrezj	   and	   his	   sister	   refuse	   to	   pay	   the	   buy-­‐out	   Dick	   asks.	   They	   offer	   $10,000.	   Dick	  
refuses	  such	  small	  amount.	  Larry	  does	  not	  blame	  Dick.	  He	  agrees	  with	  the	  tenant.	  It	  is	  a	  
ridiculously	  small	  sum.	  Larry	   finds	  Andrezj’s	  attitude	  senseless	  and	  unfair	   to	  Dick,	  who	  
seems,	  by	  contrast,	  all	  the	  more	  reasonable.	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Four	  months	  after	  the	  initial	  meeting	  with	  Andrezj,	  his	  sister	  and	  the	  translator,	  Larry	  is	  
having	  a	  phone	  conversation	  with	  Dick.	  With	  the	  joyful	  tone	  of	  friendship,	  Larry	  says.	  
“DICK	  O’MALLEY!	  How	  are	  you?	  How	  have	  you	  been?”	  	  
Dick	  returns	  the	  cheerful	  greetings	  to	  Larry.	  He	  thanks	  Larry	  for	  his	  action.	  
“I	  appreciate	  it.	  What	  I	  did	  is	  that	  I	  spoke	  to	  that	  nut	  job	  [Andrezj]	  the	  other	  day.	  He	  told	  
me,	  he	   is	  busy	   for	   the	  month	  of	  August.	   I	   say	  ok,	   I’m	  not	  gonna	  beg	  him.	  You	  see,	  he	  
sees	  me	  now	  in	  collusion	  with	  you.”	  
…	  
“Can	   I	   tell	   you	   something?	   I	   want	   you	   to	   go	   away,	   enjoy	   your	   life	   and	   worry	   about	  
nothing.	   You	   see	   Dick,	   Andrezj	   is	   very	   foolish.	   I’m	   being	   very	   careful	   with	  my	  words.	  
Andrezj	   is	  being	  very	   foolish.	  He	   is	   stubborn.	  He	   is	   from	  the	  old,	  old	  country	  and	  he’s	  
being	  foolish.	  What	  am	  I	  supposed	  to	  say?”	  	  
…	  
“I’m	   gonna	  make	   a	   deal	  with	   you.	  When	   you	   come	   back,	  we’re	   gonna	   find	   a	  way	   to	  
resolve	   this.	   Because	   I’m	   gonna	   find	   the	   pressure	   point	   to	   apply	   on	   him.	   You	   see	  my	  
grandfather	  used	  to	  say,	  ‘you	  see	  a	  donkey	  plants	  his	  ass	  down	  and	  doesn’t	  move,	  how	  
do	  you	  get	  him	  move?	  Beat	  the	  shit	  out	  of	  him’”	  
Larry	   laughs	   to	   his	   joke.	   He	   now	   conceives	   his	   job	   as	   exercising	   an	   action	   onto	   the	  
landlord,	  not	  on	  the	  tenant.	  	  
Dick	  is	  skeptic	  on	  the	  phone.	  He	  thinks	  Larry	  cannot	  move	  Andrezj	  in	  any	  direction.	  Larry	  
reminds	  Dick	  of	  how	  powerful	  his	  position	  is.	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“Dick,	  two	  judges	  ruled	  in	  your	  favor,	  but	  the	  worth	  part	  is	  three	  other	  judges	  ruled	  in	  
your	  favor.	  What	  am	  I	  supposed	  to	  say?”	  	  
Larry	  does	  not	  only	  see	  Dick	  as	  someone	  with	  a	  strong	  bargaining	  power.	  On	  the	  phone,	  
Larry	  makes	  portrait	  of	  Dick	  not	  as	  economic	  actor	  who	  has	  the	  upper	  hand	  on	  Andrezj,	  
but	   as	  man	   driven	   by	   a	   sense	   of	   goodness,	  whereas	   evil	   Andrezj	   is	   evil.	   Larry	   says	   to	  
Dick:	  
“Right	  is	  right!	  I	  appreciate	  you	  as	  a	  tenant	  very	  much.	  I	  had	  some	  real	  devils.	  But	  here	  
you	   are,	   you’re	   72	   years	   old.	  What	   you’re	   doing,	   you’re	   killing	   him.	   You	   know	   why?	  
You’re	  enjoying	  yourself.	  He	  is	  miserable.	  Go	  on	  vacation	  and	  keep	  in	  touch.	  When	  you	  
come	  back,	  call	  me,	  we’ll	  have	  lunch	  or	  diner.	  	  No	  fooling	  around.	  Let’s	  have	  lunch	  to	  kill	  
[Andrezj]	  with	  kindness,	  to	  kill	  him	  with	  love,	  because,	  right	  now,	  he	  hates,	  and	  hate	  is	  
what	  consuming	  him.	  Him	  and	  his	  sister,	  who	  is	  a	  devout	  catholic	  –	  that’s	  amazing!	  	  Call	  
me	  and	  we’ll	  strategize,	  we’ll	  make	  him	  see	  the	  right.	  	  If	  he	  cannot	  see	  Jesus,	  we’ll	  bring	  
Jesus	  to	  him.	  Fair	  enough?	  Bye	  Dick”	  
When	  Larry	  hangs	  up,	  I	  ask	  him	  with	  innuendo.	  
“You’re	  becoming	  friend	  with	  Dick…”	  
“He’s	  not	  a	  bad	  guy.	  Blame	  me,	  why	  do	  I	  care?”	  replies	  Larry.	  
“I	  see	  you	  you’re	  switching	  sides”	  I	  say	  laughing.	  
“No	   I’m	  not.	   It	  has	  to	  have	  common	  sense	   in	   life.	  This	   landlord	   is	  stubborn.	  He’s	   from	  
the	   old	   country.	  When	   two	   housing	   court	   judges	   rule	   against	   him,	  when	   three	   other	  
judges	  ruled	  in	  favor	  of	  the	  tenant…	  I	  mean”	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I	  try	  to	  destabilize	  Larry	  by	  being	  more	  pragmatic	  and	  realistic	  than	  he	  is.	  Doing	  that	  I	  try	  
to	  test	  how	  robust	  is	  the	  moralistic	  framework	  that	  Larry	  puts	  on	  the	  situation.	  
“Who’s	  gonna	  get	  screwed?”	  
“The	  landlord.	  Dick	  has	  paid	  his	  rent	  in	  eight	  years.	  Andrezj	  doesn’t	  want	  it.	  He’s	  stupid.	  
All	   Dick	   wants	   is	   twenty,	   thirty	   grounds	   to	   get	   the	   fuck	   out.	  What’s	   wrong	   with	   this	  
picture?	  Andrezj	  has	  no	  business	  sense.”	  
“Who	  is	  gonna	  pay	  your	  cut?	  The	  landlord	  or	  the	  tenant?”	  I	  ask	  without	  detour.	  
“I’m	   not	   concerned.	   He	   gave	   me	   a	   retainer	   [of	   $500]	   for	   my	   services,	   for	   my	   time.	  
Andrezj	  is	  an	  idiot.	  As	  a	  landlord	  he’s	  a	  fool.”	  
	  “But	  tell	  me,	  who’s	  gonna	  pay	  you?”	  	  
“That’s	   not	  my	   concern	   right	   now.	  My	   concern	   is	   to	  make	   the	   deal	   happen.	   Because	  
Andrezj	  is	  a	  fucking	  moron.	  He’s	  full	  of	  shit.	  I’m	  not	  changing	  camp.”	  
“Don’t	  tell	  me	  your	  position	  has	  not	  evolved.”	  	  
“My	  position	   is	  balanced.	   I’m	  solomonic	   in	  the	  fact	  of	  what	   I	  do.	   Just	   like	  this	  guy	  Ray	  
Aventino.	   [The	   tenant]	   is	   keeping	   the	  apartment	  even	   if	   she	   is	  never	   there.	   Two	  bed-­‐
room,	  $500,	  in	  case	  she	  breaks	  up	  with	  her	  boyfriend.	  Hey	  it’s	  bound	  that	  something	  will	  
happen.	  	  I	  wanna	  make	  something	  happen.	  I	  don’t	  know	  what.”	  	  
“Do	  you	  think	  what	  she	  does	  it’s	  not	  fair?”	  
“Yeah	   some	   like	   that.	   Andrezj	   is	   foolish.	   I’m	   not	   siding	   with	   [Dick].	   I’m	   siding	   with	  
common	  sense.	  I	  gotta	  find	  a	  way	  to	  reach	  [Andrezj].	  I	  try	  to	  help	  him	  in	  spite	  of	  himself.	  
He’s	  been	  foolish.	  He’s	  been	  very,	  very	  foolish.	  Don’t	  you	  agree?”	  
“Yeah,	  yeah”	  I	  say,	  unconvinced.	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“I’m	   not	   switching	   side.	   I’m	   still	   negotiating	  with	  my	   fiduciary	   to	   Andrezj.	   But	   he	   is	   a	  
schmuck.	  He	  would	  have	  paid,	  Dick	  would	  have	  been	  gone.	  No	  he’s	  a	  fucking	  schmuck.	  I	  
don’t	  see	  him	  as	  an	  intelligent	  man.	  And	  the	  worst	  part,	  the	  worst	  part	  of	  the	  worst,	  his	  
sister	  is	  a	  devout	  churchwoman.	  And	  she	  is	  behaving	  like	  a	  thug.	  Andrezj	  called	  the	  fire	  
department	  on	  Dick	  again	  this	  week.	  F-­‐D-­‐N-­‐Y.	  That’s	  heavy.	  	  She	  pushed	  him	  aside,	  she	  
is	  petite.	  What	  the	  fuck	   is	  wrong	  with	  her?	  They	  hate	  more	  than	  they	   love.	  That’s	  not	  
the	  way	  Jesus	  taught	  them.	  Bunch	  of	  idiots.	  And	  then	  they	  are	  so	  anti-­‐Semite.	  They	  hate	  
the	   Irish,	   they	   hate	   catholic	   [sic],	   they	   hate	   everybody	   but	   themselves.	   I’m	   staying	  
balanced.	  Andrezj	  only	  wants	  to	  give	  	  [Dick]	  ten	  [ground].”	  	  
I	  am	  still	  not	  convinced	  that	  Larry	  is	  telling	  me	  the	  truth	  when	  he	  is	  portraying	  himself	  as	  
siding	  with	  a	  common	  sense	  where	  business	  sense	  and	  a	  sense	  of	  justice	  and	  ethics	  are	  
indistinguishable.	  Trying	  to	  have	  a	  more	  prosaic	  and	  down-­‐to-­‐earth	  conversation,	  I	  ask:	  
“So	  what	  you’re	  gonna	  do?	  Convince	  [Dick]	  to	  take	  ten	  ground?”	  
“No”	  says	  Larry,	  flatly.	  
“So	  why	  do	  you	  want	  have	  lunch	  with	  him?”	  	  I	  ask	  in	  disbelief,	  and	  mildly	  exasperated.	  
“Why	  not?	  It	  keeps	  the	  relationship	  going.	  He	  calls	  me	  because	  he	  trusts	  me.	  And	  that’s	  
the	  most	   important	   thought.	  My	   fiduciary	   is	   to	   the	   landlord	   first	   and	   foremost,	   even	  
though	  I	  may	  think	  they	  are	  a	  bunch	  of	  idiots	  and	  naked	  morons.	  But	  they	  aren’t	  smart	  
enough	  to	  let	  the	  anger	  see	  this	  side.	  And	  that’s	  negative.	  What	  I	  need	  them	  to	  do	  is	  to	  
see	   the	   light,	  hello	  alleluia	   Jesus,	  pay	   the	  money	  and	  get	  out,	  and	  now	  the	  building	   is	  
vacant.”	  
Still	  skeptic,	  I	  ask	  again:	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“You’re	  not	  gonna	  push	  Dick	  to	  accept	  $10,000?”	  
“No,	  he	  will	  never	  accept	   that,	  he	  said	   ‘for	   ten	   I’d	   rather	  have	  cancer’	  he	   told	  me	   ‘I’d	  
never	  move	   for	   ten’,	  He	   travels	  back	  and	   forth.	  He’s	   retired.	  He’s	  70	  years	  old.	   In	   ten	  
years	   from	  now	  Frank	  will	   be	  90.	  He	  will	   never	   see	   the	  happiness	   that	  he	   thought	  he	  
would	  see.	  They	  will	  be	  both	  dead.	  Schmucks!”	  
CHEATING	  TO	  PRESERVE	  JUSTICE	  
After	  another	  month	  and	  a	  half	  of	  negotiation,	  both	  parties	  agree	  on	  a	  $20,000	  buy-­‐out.	  
Larry	  will	  make	  $4,000	   for	  himself	   in	   this	   transaction,	  paid	  by	  Andrezj.	  Coming	   to	   this	  
price	  was	  not	  a	  gradual	  convergence	  between	  the	  two	  parties,	  but	  the	  product	  of	  Larry’s	  
application	  of	  trickery	  in	  the	  name	  fairness.	  
“Let	  me	   give	   you	   an	  update.	  Do	   you	   remember	  Andrezj	   the	   Polish	   guy?	   They	   call	  me	  
about	   a	   week	   ago,	   two	  weeks	   ago.	   This	   guy	   has	   spoken	   to	   everybody	   in	   the	   fucking	  
world,	  except	  your	  grandmother	  and	  my	  grand	  mother	  because	   they’re	  dead.	  Fucking	  
morons.	  Now	  he’s	  gonna	  give	  Dick	  $20,000.	  I	  met	  with	  Dick,	  he	  signed	  the	  papers	  for	  the	  
buy-­‐out.	  We	  notarized	  it.	  Dick	  wanted	  to	  move	  out	  in	  January.	  Of	  course	  Andrezj	  threw	  
a	   fight.	   I	   go	   to	   Dick,	   [and	   say]	   ‘You	   know	  what,	   can	   you	  make	   it	   November	   1st?’	   ‘No	  
problem	  Larry,	   for	  you,	  no	  problem’	  Look	  what	   I	  did.	  Then	   [Andrezj’s]	   lawyer	  calls	  me	  
‘Can	  you	  reduce	  your	  fee?’	  I	  said	  no!	  I	  reduced	  by	  $250.	  I	  said	  ‘I	  don’t	  tell	  you	  what	  to	  
charge,	   my	   talent,	   my	   experience	   has	   value,	   and	   I’m	   open	   to	   scrutiny.	   You	   got	   a	  
problem?	  Call	  somebody	  else’”	  
“Ok.	  Do	  you	  think	  you’re	  gonna	  be	  able	  now	  to	  sell	  the	  building?”	  I	  ask.	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“No	   I’ll	   charge	   him	   for	  my	   time.	   $5,000	   and	   we’re	   even.	   I	   told	  Miss	   Jean,	   thirty	   five	  
hundred	   plus	   he	   gave	   me	   five	   hundred	   [as	   a	   retainer].	   I	   might	   jack	   up	   another	  
thousand.”	  
After	  a	  pause	  Larry	  adds.	  
“See	  Dick	  was	  gonna	  get	  $15,000	  two	  months	  ago.	  But	  he	  is	  a	  good	  soul.	  And	  Andrezj	  is	  
a	   fucking	   moron.	   So	   I	   said	   you	   know	   what?	   Take	   $20,000,	   why	   am	   I	   arguing?	   Take	  
$20,000	  and	  move	  out	  by	  November.	  He	   said	  no	  problem.	   I	  did	  what	  was	   right	   in	  my	  
heart.”	  
Larry	   describes	   how	   he	   cheated	   Andrezj	   of	   $5,000.	   Dick	   would	   have	   agreed	   for	   a	  
$15,000	  buy-­‐out	  a	  month	  earlier.	  But	  Larry	  decided	  not	  to	  settle	  for	  that	  number.	  On	  his	  
own	   initiative,	   Larry	   prolonged	   the	   negotiations	   at	   the	   expense	   of	   Andrezj.	  
Circumventing	   his	   fiduciary	   duty	   towards	   Andrezj,	   Larry	   has	   been	   negotiating	   against	  
Andrezj,	  without	   Andrezj	   being	   aware	   of	   it	   and	   Larry	   has	   increased	   the	   buy-­‐out	   from	  
$15,000	  to	  $20,000.	  Larry	  did	  not	  make	  more	  money	  through	  this	  maneuver.	  The	  added	  
$5,000	  is	  going	  straight	  to	  Dick.	  	  
Larry	  acted	  out	  of	  a	  sense	  of	  justice.	  Cheating	  Andrezj	  was	  the	  right	  thing	  to	  do	  for	  Larry.	  
Andrezj	  is	  not	  reasonable;	  Dick	  is.	  The	  deal	  is	  about	  to	  happen,	  and	  the	  local	  moral	  order	  
is	  restored.	  Andrezj	  is	  a	  deserving	  duped.	  
“So	   what	   the	   fuck	   did	   I	   do	   wrong?”	   claims	   Larry	   “I	   made	   everybody	   happy,	   my	  
conscience	  is	  extremely	  clear	  and	  I	  made	  money.	  I	  always	  make	  money,	  and	  if	  I	  don’t	  get	  
paid,	  Dick	  won’t	  move.	  You	  see	  that’s	  loyalty.	  I	   look	  out	  for	  him,	  because	  you	  gotta	  do	  
according	  to	  your	  conscience.	  You	  can	  lie	  to	  everybody	  but	  not	  yourself.”	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Thinking	   about	   the	   redevelopment	   plans	   that	   Larry	   was	   fantasying	   just	   six	   months	  
before,	  I	  ask	  what	  are	  the	  next	  steps.	  He	  says:	  
“It’s	  easy,	  you	  can	  sell	  the	  building,	  the	  lot	  and	  build,	  2	  million	  dollars	  right	  now”	  
“That’s	  what	  [Andrezj]	  wants	  to	  do?”	  
“He	  wants	  to	  stick	  it	  up	  his	  ass.”	  
“Ok	  that’s	  good.	  You	  made	  some	  money,	  and	  now	  Andrezj	  trusts	  you,	  no?”	  
“No	  he	  doesn’t	  trust	  anybody.”	  
“But	   he	   knows	   you	   were	   right	   [about	   the	   buy-­‐out],	   so	   next	   time	   he	   has	   to	   do	  
something…”	  
“He	  has	  no	  more	  tenants.	  I	  don’t	  think	  he’s	  gonna	  be	  loyal	  to	  me.	  [But]	  I	  should	  be	  his	  
broker.”	  
The	   shift	   in	   allegiance	   from	   Andrezj	   to	   Dick	   was	   all	   the	   more	   sensible	   for	   Larry	   that	  
Andrezj	  never	  committed	  to	  future	  plans	  for	  the	  redevelopment	  of	  the	  two	  lots	   into	  a	  
condominium	   building.	   There	   was	   no	   opportunity	   cost	   for	   Larry	   in	   cheating	   Andrezj.	  	  
There	  was	  no	  opportunity	  cost	  following	  what	  is	  right.	  	  
The	  dynamic	  relationship	  Andrezj-­‐Larry-­‐Dick	  makes	  visible	  in	  a	  state	  of	  quasi	  purity	  the	  
moral	  order	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  which	  Larry	  dwells.	  It	   is	  a	  moral	  economy	  whose	  
principles	  are	  shared	  between	  Larry	  and	  Dick,	  refused	  by	  Andrezj,	  who,	  being	  tricked,	  is	  
sanctioned.	  	  
“I	  spoke	  to	  [Andrezj’s]	  lawyer”,	  says	  Larry	  “‘Oh	  [your	  fee	  is]	  too	  much’.	  I	  said,	  ‘Listen	  to	  
me,	   you’re	   a	   Landlord-­‐Tenant	   attorney.	   You	   know	   what	   it	   is	   with	   tenants,	   I	   have	  
negotiated	  a	  $100,000	  buy-­‐out.	  I	  have	  a	  guy	  on	  ____	  street	  the	  landlord	  is	  willing	  to	  give	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him	  a	  $100,000	   to	  get	  out.	  Are	  you	  kidding	  me?	  Are	  you	  a	   lawyer?	  Get	   the	   fuck	  outa	  
here.’	  I	  can’t	  stand	  stupid	  people.	  	  And	  I	  said	  to	  the	  lawyer	  ‘What	  would	  you	  pay	  to	  get	  
rid	  of	  cancer?’	  ‘I	  get	  your	  point’	  he	  said.	  I	  said	  thanks.”	  
“Really	  she	  got	  your	  point?”	  
“The	  lawyer,	  we	  met	  yesterday,	  I	  gave	  him	  three	  originals.	  I	  notarized	  it.	  All	  I	  need	  now	  
is	  Andrezj	  to	  sign	  it,	  give	  the	  twenty	  ground,	  and	  [Dick]	  to	  move	  the	  fuck	  out.	  I	  spoke	  to	  
Andrezj.	  I	  spoke	  to	  the	  sister.	  Left	  two	  messages	  to	  the	  fucking	  lawyer,	  faxed	  him	  a	  copy.	  
If	  they	  don’t	  call	  me	  by	  the	  end	  of	  the	  month,	  it’s	  gonna	  be	  $30,000	  for	  him	  and	  $20,000	  
for	   me.	   You	   think	   I’m	   joking,	   [Dick]	   would	   never	   moved,	   now	   I’m	   gonna	   switch	  
allegiances	  and	  work	  for	  him,	  and	  put	  $20,000	  [in	  my	  pocket].	  That’s	  what	  Andrezj	  is	  –	  a	  
cocksucker.	  I	  ain’t	  calling	  this	  stupid	  fucking	  dick.	  I	  have	  the	  originals,	   if	   I	  destroy	  them	  
[Andrezj]	  is	  back	  to	  square	  one.	  And	  I’m	  gonna	  make	  sure	  he	  pays	  	  $50,000.	  You	  know	  
what	  would	  be	  good?	  That	  [Dick]	  let	  someone	  young	  move	  in	  with	  him,	  for	  the	  next	  two	  
years,	  then	  you	  have	  succession	  rights.	  He	  couldn’t	  fight	  it	  in	  court	  because	  he	  would	  be	  
dead.	  	  Succession	  right	  is	  only	  a	  one-­‐time	  deal.	  But,	  if	  he	  can	  prove	  that	  this	  young	  lady,	  
or	  whoever	  it	  is,	  he’s	  gay,	  so	  a	  young	  man	  or	  a	  young	  lady,	  we	  got	  him	  by	  balls.	  Do	  you	  
know	  what	   I	  mean?	   I	  never	  met	  a	   fucking	   landlord	   like	  Andrezj.	  The	  guy	   is	   smart,	  but	  
he’s	  a	  moron.	  When	  you’re	  too	  smart,	  you’re	  too	  stupid.”	  
Playing	   the	  game	   is	   at	  once	   creating	   strong	  bargaining	  position	   for	  oneself	   and	  acting	  
with	  restraint	  when	  making	  demands	  that	  are	  deemed	  acceptable	  –	  so	  that,	  in	  the	  end,	  
a	   deal	   can	   happen	   and	   everyone	   can	   “make	   a	   buck”.	   There	   is	   no	   reason	   other	   than	  
informal	   convention	   why	   a	   figure	   in	   the	   range	   of	   $20,000	   to	   $50,000	   incarnates	   this	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middle-­‐ground	   attitude	   that	   is	   both	   pragmatic	   and	   fair.	   As	   Andres,	   Larry	   and	   others	  
often	   observe,	   buy-­‐out	   can	   be	   much	   higher	   or	   much	   lower.	   But	   outside	   these	  
boundaries	  an	  explanation	  and	  justification	  is	  needed.	  	  
Dick’s	  economic	  action	   is	  guided	  by	  a	  set	  of	  cultural	  principles	  sanctioned	  positively	   in	  
the	  housing	  market,	  not	  by	  pure	  strategic	  calculation	  or	  maximization.	  These	  principles	  
delimit	  the	  external	  boundaries	  of	  what	  would	  and	  should	  work	  in	  the	  housing	  market.	  
By	   contrast,	   Andrezj’s	   action	   is	   at	   once	  more	   rational	   and	  more	   extravagant.	  He	   uses	  
classic	  techniques	  such	  as	  calling	  the	  NYPD	  or	  the	  FDNY	  and	  provoking	  a	  fight	  that	  would	  
reverse	   his	  weak	   position.	   Theses	   are	  well	   known	   techniques	   and	   Larry	   uses	   them	   as	  
well	  when	  he	  deals	  with	  a	  professional	  tenant.	  They	  are	  however,	  extravagant	  because	  
Dick’s	  demands	  are	  reasonable.	  They	  block	  the	  deal	  instead	  of	  making	  it	  happen.	  	  
The	  paradox	  chosen	  by	  Larry	  to	  describe	  this	  line	  of	  action	  is	  explicit	  and	  adequate:	  
“When	  you’re	  too	  smart,	  you’re	  too	  stupid”	  
	  
	  
“SLUMLORDS”	  AND	  SECTION	  8	  TENANTS	  
The	  housing	  market	  is	  not	  so	  much	  populated	  by	  tenants,	  landlords	  and	  brokers,	  than	  by	  
“professional	  tenants”,	  “tenants	  who	  play	  the	  game”,	  “good	  tenants	  who	  are	  a	  little	  too	  
stupid	  to	  play	  the	  game	  and	  deserves	  to	  be	  cheated”,	  “stubborn	  landlords	  who	  refuse	  to	  
play	  the	  game”,	  “wise	  landlords	  who	  accept	  the	  game”.	  	  
There	   is,	  however,	  an	  official	   status,	   legally	  sanctioned,	   that	   is	  not	  uncommon	   in	  New	  
York	  City,	  and	  that	  Larry	  has	  met	  in	  the	  prologue	  and	  that	  cannot	  enter	  seamlessly	  one	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of	  these	  cases:	  it	  is	  the	  tenant	  with	  a	  section	  8	  voucher.	  	  Where	  does	  a	  section	  8	  tenant	  
fit	  in	  the	  informal	  partitioning	  of	  the	  market?	  	  
The	   section	   8	   program	   is	   a	   subsidy	   for	   low-­‐income	  households	   to	  meet	   their	   housing	  
needs	   on	   the	   private	   housing	  market.	   The	   household	   uses	   up	   to	   30%	  of	   her	  monthly	  
income	  to	  pay	  the	  rent,	  the	  remainder	  being	  paid	  directly	  to	  the	  landlord.	  There	  are	  two	  
modalities	  of	  the	  section	  8	  program.	  The	  subsidy	  can	  be	  project-­‐based,	  that	  is	  to	  say	  tied	  
to	  a	  particular	  unit.	  The	  landlord	  is	  a	  private	  landlord	  and	  receives	  the	  full	  rent	  from	  two	  
separate	   sources:	   from	   the	   tenant	   and	   from	   a	   public	   agency	   (most	   often	   the	   local	  
housing	  authority).	  	  
The	   subsidy	   can	   also	   be	   tenant-­‐based.	   It	   is	   then	   tied	   to	   an	   individual	   who	   looks	   for	  
accommodation	   on	   the	   private	   housing	   market	   of	   low-­‐income	   families.	   The	   landlord	  
receives	  full	  rent	  from	  two	  separate	  sources.	  In	  the	  tenant-­‐based	  section	  8	  program,	  the	  
individuals	   participate	   to	   a	   market	   in	   which	   people	   like	   Larry	   exist,	   in	   which	   certain	  
categories	  of	  judgment	  circulate.	  	  
How	  is	  the	  section	  8	  tenant	  received	  in	  this	  already-­‐organized	  market?	  To	  hold	  a	  section	  
8	   voucher,	   is	   it	   playing	   the	  game	  or	   abusing	   the	   system?	  Are	   landlords	  who	  welcome	  
section	  8	  tenants	  “stubborn	   landlords	  who	  are	  too	  smart	  and	  too	  stupid”?	  Or	  do	  they	  
play	  the	  game?	  
The	  story	  of	  Willie	  illustrates	  the	  meeting	  between	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  Larry	  and	  the	  
section	  8	  program.	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ESCAPING	  A	  “SLUMLORD”	  
Willie	  is	  an	  extremely	  thin	  black	  man.	  He	  walks	  with	  great	  difficulty	  and	  a	  stick.	  He	  had	  
polio	  when	  he	  was	   young,	   and	  he	   lives	   off	   the	   invalidity	   check	   he	   receives.	  He	   is	   has	  
some	  college	  education	  and	  he	  used	  to	  work	  in	  a	  hospital.	  He	  is	  a	  section	  8	  tenant	  and	  is	  
looking	  for	  an	  apartment.	  
Larry	  and	  I	  are	  waiting	  for	  Willie	  in	  front	  of	  Sir	  Kevin’s	  building.	  When	  Willie	  approaches,	  
Larry	  greets	  him	  warmly.	  We	  immediately	  go	  to	  meet	  sir	  Kevin,	  downstairs	  in	  his	  grimy	  
basement-­‐office.	  	  
Larry	  explains	  to	  Sir	  Kevin	  that	  Willie	  is	  a	  tenant	  of	  Jack	  Ferrara.	  	  
“Oh	  you	  know	  Jack?”	  asks	  a	  surprised	  Sir	  Kevin.	  
“Of	  course	  I	  was	  a	  building	  manager	  there!”	  
Jack	  Ferrara	  is	  a	  large	  property	  owner	  in	  Brooklyn.	  He	  owns	  almost	  a	  full	  block	  of	  houses	  
and	   buildings	   in	   Brooklyn.	   The	   day	   Jack	   Ferrara	   will	   decide	   to	   sell	   en-­‐masse	   his	  
properties,	   it	  will	   significantly	   change	   the	   face	   and	  nature	  of	   the	  neighborhood.	   Larry	  
has	  tried	  several	  times	  to	  trade	  with	  Jack	  as	  a	  real	  estate	  and	  it	  has	  always	  failed.	  
“He	  is	  cheaper	  than	  you	  and	  I	  together.”	  says	  Larry	  “But	  he	  is	  loaded.	  He	  owns	  several	  
buildings.	  He	  will	  never	  sell	  them.	  He	  is	  too	  cheap	  for	  that.”	  
After	  a	  pause,	  Larry	  adds	  stressing	  the	  last	  word	  
“He	  is	  a	  slumlord!”	  
It	   is	  my	   turn	   to	   be	   surprised.	   This	   is	   the	   first	   time	   I	   hear	   the	  word	   “slumlord”	   in	  my	  
fieldwork.	  I	  ask:	  
“What	  do	  you	  mean?	  What	  is	  a	  slumlord?”	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Larry	  takes	  a	  pedagogical	  tone	  with	  me.	  
“Jack	  pays	  a	  couple	  of	  crack-­‐heads	  to	  do	  the	  repairs	  in	  the	  buildings.”	  
“And,	  that’s	  a	  slumlord?”	  I	  ask	  a	  little	  bit	  surprised.	  	  
“Yes,	  that’s	  it!”	  says	  Larry.	  He	  adds:	  “That’s	  why	  he	  needs	  to	  leave”	  pointing	  to	  Willie.	  
Larry	   does	   not	   dwell	   on	  my	   question	   about	  what	   a	   slumlord	   is.	   The	   three	  men	   have	  
more	  pressing	  issues	  to	  deal	  with.	  Willie	  explains	  that	  a	  woman	  in	  charge	  of	  his	  case	  for	  
the	  section	  8	  program,	  will	  call	  shortly	  after	  Larry	  or	  Sir	  Kevin	  to	  visit	  the	  apartment.	  This	  
is	  the	  initial	  visit	  to	  see	  whether	  the	  apartment	  is	  fit	  for	  Willie.	  There	  is	  some	  anxiety	  in	  
the	  voice	  of	  Willie.	  	  
Larry	  is	  reassuring.	  He	  keeps	  saying	  “that’s	  ok”.	  	  	  
Willie	  leaves	  the	  building	  apparently	  content	  and	  thankful.	  
When	  Willie	  is	  out,	  Larry	  says:	  
“He’s	  gay.	  He	  would	  fuck	  anyone	  for	  hours.	  Oh,	  he	  loves	  to	  party.”	  
Larry	  has	  a	  raucous	  laughter	  with	  Sir	  Kevin.	  Larry	  adds,	  
“I	  help	  him.	  He	  is	  a	  good	  person.	  He	  has	  a	  good	  heart.”	  
THE	  VISIT	  
In	   the	   afternoon,	  Willie’s	   caseworker	   visits	   the	   apartment	  with	   Sir	   Kevin.	   Larry	   is	   not	  
present.	  A	  few	  days	  after,	  the	  answer	  from	  NYCHA,	  the	  entity	  that	  is	  administering	  the	  
section	  8	  program	  at	  the	  city	  level,	  is	  negative.	  The	  apartment	  is	  too	  big,	  too	  expensive	  
to	  be	  financed	  with	  section	  8	  vouchers	  for	  Willie.	  	  
Willie	  needs	  to	  find	  a	  new	  place	  that	  would	  receive	  section	  8	  approval.	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Once	  again,	  Willie	  turns	  to	  Larry.	  Larry	  starts	  feeling	  his	  friendship	  with	  Willie	  is	  costing	  
him	  too	  much	  time	  and	  hassle.	  This	  is	  for	  Larry	  one	  of	  the	  great	  problems	  of	  section	  8.	  It	  
adds	  a	   layer	  of	  regulation	  and	  paperwork	  to	  a	  housing	  market	  that	   is	  already	  crowded	  
with	  it.	  
However,	  Larry	  is	  still	  willing	  to	  help	  Willie.	  The	  friendship	  between	  the	  two	  men	  is	  thin	  
–	   I	   have	  never	   seen	  again	  Willie	   after	   the	  visit	   in	   Sir	  Kevin’s	  basement.	  But	  Willie	   is	   a	  
colorful	  character	  that	  Larry	  enjoys.	  
Fortunately	   for	   Willie,	   Larry	   has	   a	   small	   studio	   vacant	   in	   a	   brownstone	   in	   Bed-­‐Stuy,	  
which	  belongs	  to	  the	  Kay	  family.	  The	  Kays	  are	  of	  Jamaican	  descent.	  Larry	  works	  closely	  
with	  them	  on	  the	  management	  and	  sale	  of	  a	  large	  building	  they	  own	  in	  central	  Brooklyn,	  
which	  is	  called	  “3030”.	  	  
A	  second	  appointment	  with	  Willie’s	  case	  worker	  is	  made.	  Larry	  makes	  the	  visit.	  It	  is	  the	  
occasion	  for	  Larry	  to	  explain	  with	  surprising	  honesty	  to	  the	  caseworker,	  a	  black	  middle-­‐
aged	  woman	  named	  Miss	  Jackson,	  what	  he	  thinks	  of	  the	  section	  8	  program.	  	  
It	   is	   little	   after	  9am,	   in	  mid-­‐summer	  New	  York,	   and	   Larry	  and	   I	  have	  been	  waiting	   for	  
Miss.	  Jackson	  for	  ten	  minutes.	  
“She’s	  gonna	  be	  late	  that	  fucking	  cunt”,	  says	  Larry	  with	  an	  angry	  voice.	  
Larry	  calls	  her	  and	  with	  a	  very	  suave	  voice,	  he	  asks	  her	  where	  she	  is.	  	  
She	   has	   the	   wrong	   address.	  With	   the	   nicest	   tone,	   he	   asks	   her	   not	   to	  move.	  We	   are	  
coming	  to	  pick	  her	  up	  with	  coffee	  and	  breakfast.	  	  
After	  a	  short	  ride,	  we	  see	  her,	  and	  trough	  the	  car	  window,	  Larry	  joyfully	  shouts.	  
“MISS	  JACKSON!	  Com’on	  in!	  Breakfast	  on	  the	  run!”	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Miss	  Jackson	  laughs	  of	  contentment	  when	  she	  sees	  we	  took	  coffee	  and	  bagel	  with	  egg,	  
cheese	  and	  bacon	  while	   she	   sits	   behind	  me	  at	   the	  back	  of	   Larry’s	   car.	   Taken	   into	   the	  
general	  politeness	  of	  the	  exchange,	  I	  advance	  my	  car	  seat	  to	  leave	  room	  for	  her	  legs.	  
“Are	  you	  good?”	  I	  ask.	  
“I’m	  good.”	  Tasting	  the	  coffee,	  she	  says,	  “It’s	  whole	  milk,	  I	  can	  feel	  it”	  
“Actually	   my	   landlord	   [Miss	   Jean]	   goes	   to	   Costco,”	   says	   Larry.	   “My	   landlord	   is	   from	  
Trinidad.	  She	  is	  a	  pain	  in	  the	  ass.	  But	  I	  love	  her.	  She’s	  like	  a	  mother	  to	  me.	  You	  can	  ask	  
him.	  She’s	  85	  years	  old.	  She	  is	  a	  retired	  nurse	  after	  49	  years.”	  
“Thank	  you	  for	  the	  coffee”	  says	  Miss	  Jackson	  
“You’re	  very	  welcome”,	  says	  Larry	  with	  obsequiousness.	  
“I’m	  exhausted	  already	  [because	  of	  the	  heat].	  And	  I’ve	  been	  out	  only	  a	  few	  minutes.”	  
“You	   live	   around	   here?	   I	   know	   the	   area	   well.	   Have	   you	   been	   to	   that	   restaurant	  
Saraghina?	  It’s	  an	  excellent,	  excellent,	  restaurant.	  It	  really	  is.	  I	  have	  been.”	  
Miss	  Jackson	  stays	  mute,	  drinking	  her	  coffee	  and	  unpacking	  her	  bagel.	  
“Excuse	   me,	   I’m	   sorry,	   when	   you	   inspect	   the	   apartment	   it’s	   not	   exactly	   the	  Waldorf	  
Astoria.”	  After	  a	  pause,	  “It	  might	  be	  the	  Holiday	  Inn.”	  Larry	  laughs	  to	  his	  own	  joke.	  
“That’s	  ok”,	  she	  says.	  
“Willie	  just	  wants	  a	  place	  to	  crash,	  a	  place	  to	  call	  his	  own”,	  says	  Larry,	  chanting	  the	  last	  
words.	  Larry	  chuckles.	  He	  adds,	  with	  a	  serious	  tone:	  
“You	  see	  most	  of	  my	  people	  don’t	  care	  for	  programs,	  because	  it	  takes	  forever,	  and	  when	  
it	  gets	  into	  a	  clash…	  the	  tenant	  at	  first	  they	  start	  nice,	  correct?”	  
“Hu-­‐hu”	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“The	  jealousy,	  envy,	  disrespect.	  And	  then	  they	  fight.	  And	  then	  they	  go	  to	  court.	  And	  it	  
takes	  forever!	  You	  know	  the	  game.”	  
“Yeah	  and	  it’s	  gonna	  get	  ugly.”	  	  
“It’s	  so	  ugly,	  it’s	  not	  even	  worth	  it.”	  	  
“There	  are	  good	  tenants	  who	  want	  a	  decent	  place	  to	  stay.”	  Miss	  Jackson	  tries	  to	  bring	  
some	  nuances	  to	  Larry’s	  words.	  
“I	  haven’t	  met	  too	  many	  good	  ones”,	  replies	  Larry.	  
“Oh	  boy!”	  Miss	  Jackson	  laughs.	  
“Listen,	  Miss	  Jackson,	  I	  have	  only	  been	  doing	  that	  for	  a	  short	  time.	  Twenty-­‐five	  years.”	  
“Uh-­‐uh”	  she	  says,	  uncommitted.	  
“I	  met	  a	  bunch	  of	  good	  ones.	  But	  overwhelmingly,	  90%	  of	  them	  are	  horrible.”	  
“I	  know.”	  She	  says	  with	  a	  surprising	  tone	  of	  sincerity.	  
“Like	  I	  said	  what	  would	  you	  pay	  to	  get	  rid	  of	  cancer?	  Do	  you	  see	  what	  I’m	  trying	  to	  say?	  
Some	  of	  them	  are	  like	  a	  disease!	  Ask	  this	  young	  man,	  I	  just	  evicted	  a	  tenant	  [called	  Ben]	  
the	  guy	  did	  not	  pay	  for…”	  Larry	  is	  looking	  how	  many	  years.	  
“But	  he	  was	  not	  a	  program.”	  I	  interject.	  
“He	  wasn’t?”	  Miss	  Wilson	  asks,	  relieved.	  
“No!”	  I	  say.	  
“With	  the	  repairs,	  he	  was	  a	  hideous	  little	  punk.	  Oh	  he	  will	  die	  of	  a	  disease	  or	  two.	  Don’t	  
even	  doubt	  it.	  But	  the	  mean	  spiritedness…”	  Keeps	  going	  Larry.	  
“Hu-­‐hu”	  she	  says.	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“But	  I’ll	  tell	  you	  whom	  I	  fault.	  The	  politicians,	  and	  the	  law,	  and	  the	  judges.	  Because	  they	  
allow	  this”	  
Everybody	  stays	  silent,	  listening	  to	  the	  radio	  playing	  Trouble	  in	  Paradise	  by	  the	  Crests.	  	  
We	   arrive	   at	   the	   brownstone	   owned	   by	   the	   Kays.	  We	   enter	   the	   building	   to	   visit	   the	  
studio.	  Maurice	  keeps	  singing	  and	  whistling.	  
Inside	  the	  studio,	  Larry	  asks:	  
“What	  do	  you	  think	  Miss	  Jackson?”	  
“That’s	  very	  nice!”	  she	  replies.	  
Taking	  the	  tone	  of	  a	  confession,	  Larry	  says:	  
“I	   know	   I	   scream	   at	  Willie.	   But	   I	   do	   Iove	   him.	  Whether	   he	   takes	   the	   apartment,	   I	   do	  
apologize	  [for	  screaming	  at	  him].”	  
Miss	  Jackson	  laughs.	  
“Is	  he	  alone?”	  Asks	  Miss	  Jackson	  about	  Willie.	  
“He	  is	  all	  by	  himself.	  If	  he	  wants	  to	  have	  a	  friend	  to	  come	  by	  and	  say	  hello,	  that’s	  ok.	  I	  
mean	  how	  much	  more	  do	  you	  need	  [as	  a	  tenant]?”	  
She	  explains	  that	  she	  needs	  to	  fill	  out	  papers	  before	  he	  can	  move	  in.	  “Downtown”	  will	  
decide	  whether	  he	  can	  take	  the	  apartment	  or	  not.	  
“His	  people	  are	  from	  down-­‐south	  originally.”	  Says	  Larry.	  “You	  see	  I’m	  prejudiced	  I	  hate	  
everybody	  equally.”	  
Miss	  Jackson	  laughs	  heartily.	  	  
We	  are	  exiting	  the	  building.	  
“What	  you	  guys	  are	  up	  to?”	  asks	  Miss	  Jackson	  with	  a	  new	  familiarity.	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“Where	  you’re	  going	  to	  now?”	  asks	  back	  Larry.	  
“I’m	  gonna	  go	  home!	  That’s	  it	  for	  me.	  Go	  some	  place	  else?	  Where,	  Why?	  [it’s	  too	  hot]”	  
Miss	  Jackson	  chuckles.	  
“Miss	  Jackson,	  I’ll	  take	  you	  home”,	  says	  Larry	  with	  chivalry.	  
We	  all	  get	  back	  in	  the	  car.	  
“I	  got	  someone	  else	  who	  is	  looking	  for	  an	  apartment”,	  says	  Miss	  Jackson.	  
“I	  got	  plenty	  of	  apartments”,	  says	  Larry	  with	  hint	  of	  pride.	  
“Oh	  you	  do?”	  says	  Miss	  Jackson.	  “I	  have	  another	  client.	  He	  is	  very	  nice.	  White,	  going	  to	  
school.”	  
“Well…You	  see,	  I	  want	  a	  tenant	  that	  has	  got	  heart,	  that	  is	  not	  jealous,	  that	  is	  not	  envious	  
of	   the	   landlord.	   I	  want	   someone…	   I	   understand	   that	   an	   apartment	  needs	   repairs,	   but	  
when	  you	  get	  a	  clean	  apartment	  that	  you	  move	   in,	  and	  a	  week	   later	  you	  have	   leaks.	   I	  
have	  had	  vicious,	  awful	  tenants.”	  
“I’ve	  heard!”	  responds	  Miss	  Jackson	  Laughing.	  	  
Larry	  does	  not	  respond	  to	  her	  laugh.	  He	  continues	  with	  a	  serious	  tone.	  	  
“Let	  me	  tell	  you	  something.	  I’m	  the	  devil	  incarnate.	  I’m	  very	  protective	  of	  my	  landlords.	  I	  
refuse	  to	  work	  for	  slumlords.	  I	  walked	  away	  from	  slumlords.	  You	  can	  ask	  Willie.	  But,	  if	  I	  
get	  an	  abusive	   tenant	  because	  he	  hides	  between	  the	   laws,	  no,	   I	   crucify	  him	  as	  bad	  as	  
anybody	  else.	  Because	  God	  doesn’t	  like	  ugly.	  Don’t	  you	  agree?”	  
As	  often	  when	  talking	  with	  black	  women,	  Larry	  uses	  a	  preaching	  tone	  and	  vague	  biblical	  
references,	  sometimes	  tainted	  by	  the	  Health	  and	  Wealth	  gospel	  of	  Creflo	  Dollar	  and	  Joel	  
Austeen	  that	  he	  watches	  on	  TV	  every	  Sunday	  morning	  with	  Miss	  Jean.	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“I	  agree.”	  Says	  Miss	  Jackson.	  “One	  of	  my	  co-­‐worker	  told	  me	  that	  the	  tenant	  turned	  on	  
the	  water	  in	  the	  landlord’s	  house.	  And	  just	  let	  it	  run.”	  	  
“Yeah!”	  Larry	  says,	  getting	  a	  more	  excited.	  
“For	  water	  bill!”	  she	  laughs	  at	  how	  daring	  and	  absurd	  the	  gesture	  is.	  
“But	  why?	  For	  what?”	  Larry,	  who	  is	  not	  amazed	  by	  the	  absurdity	  of	  the	  tenant’s	  gesture,	  
but	  scandalized	  at	  what	  he	  sees	  as	  evil.	  
“As	  you	  said	  he	  is	  a	  vicious”,	  She	  says.	  
“Why?	  Why?	  Tell	  me	  why!”	  
“Because	  he	  was	  jealous,	  that	  he	  has	  nothing.	  And	  because	  he	  was	  a	  loser.”	  
“That’s	  not	  the	  landlord’s	  fault”	  Miss	  Jackson	  says,	  taking	  a	  moralistic	  tone.	  
The	  scandalized	  emotions	  of	  Larry	  keep	  mounting.	  
“But	  the	  system	  protects	  him!	  That’s	  what	  I’m	  pissed	  at.	  And	  you	  know	  what?	  It’s	  in	  the	  
Bible.	  Who	  does	  you	  in	  all	  the	  time?	  Who	  does	  you	  in?”	  	  	  
“People	  who	  are	  jealous”	  says	  Miss	  Jackson	  dutifully.	  
“It’s	  always	  your	  own	  blood	  that	  does	  you	  in.	  Do	  you	  know	  that?”	  
“Yeah	  family.	  They	  are	  the	  worst.”	  She	  agrees	  with	  Larry.	  
Larry	  received	  a	  phone	  call.	  Someone	  is	  looking	  for	  an	  apartment.	  He	  says	  he	  has	  several	  
apartments	  to	  rent.	  When	  he	  hangs,	  Miss	  Jackson	  asks	  ironically.	  
“So	  business	  is	  booming,	  huh?”	  	  
“I’m	  not	  complaining.	  I	  could	  do	  better.	  But	  times	  are	  tough.	  Nobody	  can	  afford	  it.	  I’m	  
evicting	  people.	  But,	  please	  help	  Willie.	  I	  like	  the	  kid.	  He’s	  a	  good	  kid,	  a	  good	  soul.”	  
“Meeh”	  utters	  Miss	  Jackson,	  doubtful.	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“If	  not,	  he	  is	  moving	  in	  with	  you!”,	  he	  says.	  They	  both	  laugh.	  
“I	  don’t	  think	  so”	  she	  says,	  while	  Larry	  is	  parking	  next	  to	  Miss	  Jackson’s	  building.	  	  
“See	  you	  later”	  says	  Larry.	  
“Thank	  you!”	  responds	  a	  joyful	  Miss	  Jackson.	  
A	   few	  days	  after	   the	  visit,	  Willie	   fails	   to	  provide	  papers	   to	  Miss	   Jackson.	   Larry	   finds	   it	  
takes	  too	  much	  time	  and	  he	  gives	  up	  helping	  Willie.	  
CONNIVANCE	  IN	  DISCRIMINATION	  AGAINST	  SECTION	  8	  TENANTS	  
Larry	  has	  quietly	  used	  the	  increasing	  familiarity	  with	  Miss	  Jackson	  to	  confess	  he	  and	  his	  
landlords	  are	  illegally	  discriminating	  against	  prospective	  tenants	  with	  section	  8	  vouchers	  
to	  a	  civil	  servant	  working	  for	  the	  section	  8	  program.	  More	  surprising	  is	  the	  fact	  that	  she	  
is	  not	  shocked	  nor	  appalled.	  She	  agrees	  with	  the	  reasons	  he	  gives	  her.	  	  
To	   refuse	   housing	   to	   section	   8	   tenants	   is	   not	   uniformly	   considered	   an	   unlawful	  
discrimination	  in	  all	  states	  and	  in	  all	  cities	  across	  the	  US	  –	  but	  it	  is	  in	  New	  York	  City	  since	  
March	   2008	   (the	   discussion	   reported	   above	   takes	   place	   in	   summer	   2010).	   Mayor	  
Bloomberg	   first	   introduced	   a	   bill	   that	   made	   lawful	   the	   refusal	   to	   rent	   to	   a	   voucher	  
holder	   because	   she	   is	   a	   section	   8.	   The	   bill	   was	   overturned	   by	   the	   city	   council	   with	   a	  
super	  majority	  of	  47-­‐457.	  If	  the	  law	  is	  clear,	  the	  matter	  has	  been	  settled	  only	  recently.	  
Miss	   Jackson	   is	   at	   first	   uncomfortable	   when	   Larry	   makes	   his	   candid	   confession	   (“Oh	  
boy!”	  she	  says).	  However,	  she	  slowly	  accustoms	  herself	  to	  Larry.	  The	  whole	  process	  can	  
be	   understood	   as	   an	   attempt	   by	   Larry	   to	   discuss	   beyond	   etiquette	   and	   political	  
correctness	   and	   under	   the	   seal	   of	   an	   informal	   confidentiality	   about	   “bad”	   tenants,	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including	  section	  8	  tenants.	  Larry	  finds	  a	  positive	  response	  from	  Miss.	  Jackson.	  She	  goes	  
as	  far	  as	  giving	  one	  more	  story	  about	  a	  bad	  section	  8	  tenant.	  She	  even	  asks	  Larry	  if	  he	  
would	  be	  willing	   to	   rent	  an	  apartment	   to	  a	  section	  8	   tenant	   that	  she	  knows	   is	  good	  –	  
“white	  and	  educated”.	  
The	   moral	   grid	   sketched	   by	   Larry	   is	   meaningful	   to	   Miss	   Jackson.	   Beyond	   her	   formal	  
bureaucratic	   role	   as	   someone	   administering	   the	   Section	   8	   program,	   she	   agrees	   with	  
Larry’s	   judgment.	   Larry	   was	   able	   to	   get	   her	   to	   act	   with	   role	   distance,	   by	   creating	   an	  
informal	  atmosphere	  of	  familiarity	  and	  connivance.	  
SLUMLORDS	  AND	  SECTION	  8	  TENANTS	  	  
Section	  8	  tenants	  are	  not	  professional	  tenants.	  They	  are	  bad	  tenants	  for	  Larry,	  because	  
they	   are	   motivated	   by	   ill	   will	   and	   resentment,	   not	   because	   they	   do	   not	   pay	   rent	   by	  
working	  the	  system.	  They	  are	  “envious”	  and	  “jealous”	  of	  the	  landlord’s	  “success”,	  they	  
are	  “losers”	  who	  do	  not	  know	  how	  to	  get	  ahead.	  The	  section	  8	  tenants	  contradict	  the	  
social-­‐Darwinian	  element	  of	  Larry’s	  morality.	  	  
But	   section	   8	   tenants	   are	   not	   the	   only	   ones	   who	   can	   be	   “bad”	   in	   Larry’s	   moral	  
landscape.	   Larry	   sketches,	   however	   thinly,	   a	   portrait	   of	   the	   bad	   landlord	   of	   section	   8	  
tenants,	  when	  he	  quickly	  describes	  Jack	  Ferrara.	  Jack	  Ferrara	  is	  a	  slumlord	  because	  he	  is	  
he	   exploits	   human	   beings	   with	   physical	   ailments	   –	   “crack	   heads”	   –	   to	   exploit	  Willie,	  
another	   human	   being	   with	   physical	   ailment.	   Jack	   Ferrara	   provides	   a	   substandard	  
housing	  unit	  and	  is	  able	  to	  get	  away	  with	  it.	  	  
For	  Larry,	  the	  section	  8	  system,	  on	  both	  sides	  of	  the	  housing	  market,	  is	  dishonorable.	  On	  
one	  side	  there	   is	  envy	  and	   ill	  will	  of	   the	   loser	  of	   the	  competitive	  game	  that	   is	   society.	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This	  ill	  will	  is	  expressed	  in	  random	  acts	  of	  destruction.	  On	  the	  other	  side,	  there	  is	  a	  run	  
towards	  exploitive	  deception	  of	  people	  with	  the	  lowest	  vitality	  and	  the	  highest	  fragility.	  
Being	  discriminatory	  and	  helping	  Willie	  proceeds	  from	  the	  same	  unique	  understanding	  
of	   the	   section	  8	   system.	   For	   Larry,	   it	   is	   a	   system	  where	   the	   slumlord	  and	   the	  envious	  
section	   8	   tenant	   are	   complementary	   roles.	   This	   picture	   justifies	   both	   Larry’s	  
discriminatory	   practices	   in	   and	   the	   depiction	   of	   himself	   as	   someone	   who	   generously	  
helps	   Willie,	   a	   “good	   soul”,	   to	   get	   out	   from	   Jack	   Ferrara’s	   building,	   a	   “slumlord”.	  
Discriminatory	  against	   Section	  8	   tenants	   is	   a	  badge	  of	  honor	   for	   Larry,	   because	   it	   is	   a	  
refusal	  of	  being	  entangled	  in	  the	  roles	  of	  “slumlord”	  and	  ”envious	  section	  8	  tenant”.	  	  
	  
	  
CONCLUSION:	  FUNCTIONS	  AND	  LIMITS	  OF	  THE	  MAXIM	  OF	  MODERATION	  IN	  
SUSTAINING	  “THE	  GAME”	  
Setting	   up	   contentious	   bargaining	   situations	   landlords	   and	   tenants	   need	   shared	  
principles	  to	  orient	  their	  interactions.	  To	  solve	  this	  pressing	  issue,	  they	  create	  a	  common	  
framework.	   I	  have	  used	  the	  expression	  “moral	  order”	  to	  subsume	  under	  one	  umbrella	  
the	  set	  of	  categories	  that	  constitute	  this	  framework.	  However,	  this	  tag	  is	  misleading.	  It	  is	  
not	  only	  a	  moral	  code.	  It	  is	  also	  a	  template	  for	  economic	  action.	  The	  categories	  are	  both	  
moral	   and	   economic.	   They	   deal	   with	   the	   partition	   of	   just	   from	   unjust	   economic	  
practices,	  of	   the	  permissible	   from	   impermissible,	   the	   sensible	   from	   the	  excessive.	   The	  
informal	  moral	  code	  expressed	  in	  the	  folk	  categories	  of	  “professional	  tenants”,	  “stupid	  
landlord”,	  and	  “playing	  the	  game”	  is	  a	  loosely	  organized	  treaty	  of	  casuistic.	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A	  MURKY	  BOUNDARY	  AND	  A	  FEEBLE	  MORAL	  ORDER	  
The	  moral	  order	  excavated	  is	  not	  a	  neat	  taxonomy.	  The	  boundary	  erected	  by	  the	  maxim	  
of	   moderation	   between	   “professional	   tenants”,	   “foolish	   landlords”	   on	   one	   side,	   and	  
people	   “who	   know	   how	   to	   play	   the	   game”	   on	   the	   other	   side	   is	   murky.	   There	   is	   a	  
substantial	   uncertainty	   about	   where	   many	   individuals	   stand.	   The	   two	   sides	   leak	   into	  
each	  other.	  Individuals	  slip	  in	  and	  out	  these	  two	  categories,	  shift	  from	  one	  category	  to	  
the	   other,	   or	   stand	   in	   a	   precarious,	   liminal,	   situation,	   belonging	   to	   both	   categories	   at	  
once.	  Shareese	  is	  the	  clearest	  example	  of	  this	  murkiness.	  
The	   indecisiveness	   of	   the	   local	   moral	   order	   is	   not	   functional.	   As	   such,	   it	   stands	   in	  
contrast	  with	  the	  “moral	  gray	  zones”	  that	  are	  accommodations	  of	  the	  moral	   judgment	  
to	   constraining	   situations	   (see	   Anteby	   2008:	   chapter	   10,	   who	   draws	   on	   Primo	   Levi’s	  
notion	  to	  grasp	  prisoners’	  strategies	  of	  adaptation	  in	  concentration	  camps).	  	  
The	  murkiness	   is	   here	   the	  mark	   of	   informality.	   The	  moral	   code	   is	   in	   tension	  with	   the	  
regulatory	  framework	  of	  the	  housing	  market.	  Whereas	  the	  regulatory	  framework	  is	  able	  
to	  exact	  costly	  sanctions	  on	  deviant	  behaviors,	  the	  sanctions	  that	  could	  sustain	  the	  local	  
moral	   order	   often	   collide	   with	   material	   interests	   and,	   as	   negative	   sanctions,	   are	   not	  
painful	  enough.	  	  
A	  MORAL	  ORDER	  MANIFESTS	  IN	  STYLE	  RATHER	  THAN	  RULES	  AND	  SANCTIONS	  
The	  moral	  code	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  is,	  then,	  feeble.	  It	  appears	  in	  plain	  sight	  and	  with	  
great	  clarity	  and	  efficacy	  only	  in	  very	  rare	  occasions.	  Most	  of	  the	  time,	  the	  moral	  code	  
bends	  economic	  action	  on	  the	  margins,	  in	  ways	  that	  detailed	  ethnographic	  descriptions	  
only	   can	   reveal.	   The	  moral	   order	   embedded	   in	   the	   expressions	   “professional	   tenant”,	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“playing	  the	  game”,	  or	  “foolish	  landlord”	  can	  be	  detected	  by	  the	  attentive	  observer	  as	  a	  
peculiar	  style	  given	  to	  economic	  action,	  rather	  than	  as	  prescriptions	  and	  rules	  forcefully	  
sanctioned.	  
The	  moral	  code	  ordinarily	  reveals	  itself	  in	  words	  and	  in	  a	  tone	  that	  separate	  deference	  
from	  incivility.	  It	  is	  the	  case	  when	  Larry	  is	  in	  court	  shouting	  insults	  at	  a	  section	  8	  tenant	  
while	  being	  civil	  with	  another	  tenant	  who	  owes	  her	  landlord	  $5,000.	  
It	  manifests	  in	  misunderstandings	  and	  silences	  in	  conversations	  between	  people	  who	  do	  
share	  the	  code.	  It	  is	  the	  case	  when	  Larry	  meets	  Chris	  and	  his	  father,	  or	  when	  he	  talks	  on	  
the	  phone	  with	  Ray	  Aventino’s	  wife.	  
It	  shows	  in	  buy-­‐outs	  whose	  variations	  in	  size	  may	  seem	  arbitrary,	  but	  discloses	  opposite	  
understandings	  of	  what	  is	  going	  on.	  It	  is	  the	  case	  when	  Larry	  gives	  buy-­‐out	  of	  $600	  to	  a	  
tenant	  who	  does	  not	  play	   the	  game,	  while	  he	  advises	  a	   tenant	  he	  has	   just	  met	   in	   the	  
hallways	   of	   the	   housing	   court	   to	   ask	   for	   $25,000	   to	   $30,000	   because	   he	   sees	   her	   as	  
someone	  with	  the	  ability	  to	  play	  the	  game	  right.	  
It	   is	   on	   display	   in	   the	   attitude	   of	   building	   a	   long-­‐term	   and	   encompassing	   partnership	  
instead	  of	  sticking	  to	  the	  terms	  of	  a	  standard	  contract.	  It	  is	  the	  case	  when	  Larry	  as	  given	  
hope	  to	  participate	  the	  Andrezj’s	  assemblage.	  
It	  manifests	  in	  the	  degree	  of	  openness	  or	  deceptions	  in	  negotiations,	  as	  can	  bee	  seen	  in	  
how	  Larry	  treats	  Dick	  O’Malley	  and	  Clarence’s	  tenant	  from	  Santa	  Lucia.	  
A	  MAXIM	  THAT	  SUSTAINS	  THE	  GAME	  
However	   delicate	   is	   the	  moral	   distinction	  operated	  by	   the	  maxim	  of	  moderation,	   it	   is	  
foundational	  for	  the	  experience	  and	  the	  practice	  of	  the	  “game”.	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The	   “professional	   tenant”	   and	   the	   “foolish	   landlord”	   have	   in	   common	   to	   reject	   the	  
maxim	  “everyone	  has	  the	  right	  to	  make	  a	  buck”.	  Both	  figures	  impede	  durably	  the	  flow	  
of	  money	  and	   the	  dealings	   that	  may	  exist	  when	  a	  bargaining	   situation	  exists	  between	  
landlord	  and	  tenant.	  	  
By	   contrast,	   a	   landlord	   and	   a	   tenant	   who	   abide	   by	   the	   maxim	   of	   moderation,	   who	  
recognize	  each	  other’s	  right	  to	  make	  a	  buck	  according	  to	  the	  strength	  of	  their	  bargaining	  
position,	  create,	  when	  they	  meet,	  an	  arena	  for	  strategic	  negotiations.	  For	  individuals	  to	  
have	   the	   feeling	   there	   is	   something	  call	   “the	  game”,	   they	  not	  only	  need	   to	   follow	  the	  
maxim	  they	  also	  need	  someone	  to	  play	  with,	  someone	  who	  also	  abides	  by	  the	  maxim	  of	  
moderation.	  In	  their	  fortuitous	  meeting,	  both	  actors	  find	  the	  complementary	  role	  they	  
need,	  creating	  a	  new	  mode	  of	  interaction	  where	  common	  understandings	  of	  the	  role	  of	  
tenant	  and	  landlord	  are	  suspended	  –	  a	  condition	  for	  the	  game	  to	  exist.	  
Without	  the	  maxim	  of	  moderation	  there	  is	  no	  game.	  
LANDLORD	  AND	  THE	  LOCAL	  FABRIC	  
Landlords,	  tenants,	  housing	  lawyers	  quickly	  understand	  what	  Larry	  means	  when	  he	  says	  
“professional	   tenant”,	  “playing	  the	  game”,	  “abusing	  the	  system”,	  “penny-­‐wise,	  pound-­‐
foolish”,	   even	   if	   they	   do	   not	   use	   these	   expressions	   themselves.	   Following	   Larry,	   I	   see	  
how	  the	  housing	  actors	  he	  interacts	  with	  receive	  and	  appropriate	  these	  categories.	  I	  see	  
these	   categories	   circulating	  without	  many	   impediments.	   Landlords	  may	   disagree	  with	  
Larry	  about	  which	  category	  belongs	  a	  particular	   tenant	  or	   landlord;	  but	   they	  do	  agree	  
that	  the	  moral	  grid	  exists	  make	  sense	  for	  their	  experience.	  They	  share	  it	  and	  use	  it,	  even	  
if	  they	  express	  it	  with	  different	  terms,	  paraphrases	  or	  analogies.	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Therefore,	   there	   is	   a	   social	   milieu	   where	   the	   moral	   order	   described	   in	   these	   two	  
chapters	   is	  at	  ease.	  The	  borders	  of	  this	  milieu,	  however,	  are	  difficult	  to	  appreciate	  –	  a	  
difficulty	  compounded	  by	  how	  my	  ethnographic	  fieldwork	  has	  been	  done.	  
The	  maxim	  of	  moderation	  that	  gives	   rises	   to	   the	  moral	  code	  has	  been	  documented	   in	  
detailed	   ethnographic	   works	   about	   informal	   economic	   systems	   and	   social	   life	   in	   low-­‐
income	   minority	   neighborhoods	   (Pattillo-­‐McCoy	   1998:	   chapter	   4;	   Venkatesh	   2006:	  
chapter	   3	   and	   4).	   These	   ethnographic	   works	   follow,	   and	   amend,	   the	   groundbreaking	  
study	  of	  Carol	  Stack	  in	  All	  Our	  Kin	  (1974).	  The	  author	  analyzes	  local	  circulation	  of	  goods,	  
services	   and	   labor	   closer	   to	   the	   practice	   of	   gift-­‐giving	   that	   creates	   mutual	   obligation	  
(“swapping”),	   than	   to	   market	   relationships	   mediated	   by	   money.	   The	   obligation	   to	  
reciprocate	  documented	  by	  Carol	  Stack	  is	  an	  irenic	  version	  of	  the	  maxim	  of	  moderation	  
that	  I	  describe	  in	  the	  housing	  market	  and	  that	  Mary	  Pattillo	  and	  Sudhir	  Venkatesh	  have	  
observed	  –	  whatever	  the	  differences	  between	  these	  cases,	  a	  similar	  obligation	  to	   limit	  
one’s	  selfishness	  is	  at	  play	  in	  all	  of	  them.	  
It	   suggests	   that	   the	   moral	   code	   I	   have	   uncovered	   should	   not	   be	   looked	   as	   a	  
phenomenon	  specific	  to	  housing	  market,	  but	  as	  a	  reflection	  within	  the	  housing	  market	  
of	   larger	   understandings	   about	   economic	   relationships	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	  	  
It	  offers	  an	  illuminating	  perspective	  on	  the	  people	  with	  whom	  Larry	  works.	  	  
Miss	   Jean,	   Sir	   Kevin,	   Clarence,	   Susana	   Jackson,	   Dr.	   Dwayne,	   Miss	   Williams,	   Martha	  
Baker,	  Mr.	  Charles,	  Luis,	  Rev.	  Jones,	  the	  Kay	  family,	  Nelson’s	  mother,	  and	  even	  Andrezj	  
or	   Willie	   are	   all	   in	   their	   50s	   to	   80s.	   They	   are	   older	   housing	   actors.	   Besides,	   except	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Andrezj	   who	   is	   Polish	   immigrant	   and	   Luis	   who	   is	   from	   Peru,	   all	   these	   individuals	   are	  
black	  minorities	  who	   immigrated	  to	  New	  York	  City	  60,	  50	  or	  40	  years	  ago,	  most	  often	  
from	  the	  Caribbean	  islands.	  They	  have	  been	  participating	  to	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  the	  
poorest	  neighborhoods	   in	   the	  city	  as	  small	  and	  resource-­‐less	  actors	  since	  their	  arrival.	  
They	  became	  small	  property	  owners	  in	  Central	  Harlem,	  in	  the	  Bronx,	   in	  Brownsville,	   in	  
East-­‐Flatbush,	  in	  Crown	  Heights,	  in	  Bed-­‐Stuy,	  in	  Sunset	  Park,	  in	  Greenpoint	  in	  the	  1960s,	  
1970s,	  1980s	  and	  1990s,	  when	  these	  neighborhoods	  were	  either	  spiraling	  into	  decay,	  or	  
were	  not	  yet	  touched	  by	  gentrification.	  	  
Their	  social	  experience	  as	  landlord	  is	  not	  one	  of	  absentee	  owners,	  or	  landlords	  without	  
roots	   in	   their	   neighborhoods	   (see	   Desmond	   2012;	  Marwell	   2007:chapter	   2;	   Sternlieb	  
1966	  chapter	  6-­‐9).	  They	  are	  too	  small	  landlords	  to	  be	  fully	  removed	  from	  their	  tenants	  
and	   their	   neighborhoods.	   They	   often	   lived,	   and	   sometimes	   still	   live,	   in	   these	  
neighborhoods,	   in	  a	  building	   they	  own,	  alongside	  with	   tenants	   they	   collect	   rent	   from.	  
They	  have	  held,	  or	  still	  hold,	  working-­‐class	  or	   lower-­‐middle-­‐class	  jobs.	  Miss	  Jean	  was	  a	  
nurse,	  Luis	  is	  an	  auto-­‐mechanic	  and	  a	  TV	  repairman,	  Rev.	  Jones	  has	  a	  storefront	  church,	  
Martha	   Baker	  worked	   and	   owned	  hair-­‐salons,	   Susana	   Jackson	   does	   not	  work	   and	   her	  
husband	   holds	   two	  manual	   jobs,	   Sir	   Kevin	   and	  Mr.	   Charles	  were	   engineers.	   Clarence,	  
Luis	   and	   Nelson	   use	   their	   property	   to	   give	   maintenance	   jobs	   to	   friends	   from	   the	  
neighborhood,	   and	   they	   use	   the	   basement	   or	   a	   vacant	   apartment	   to	   hang	   out	   with	  
locals.	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These	  small	  landlords	  are	  part	  of	  the	  same	  local	  fabric	  as	  their	  tenants,	  from	  whom	  they	  
make	   money	   and	   with	   whom	   they	   sometimes	   are	   in	   face-­‐to-­‐face,	   contentious,	  
bargaining	  situations.	  	  
In	  housing	  court,	  a	  tenant	  of	  Luis	  asked	  a	  puzzled	  judge	  why	  should	  he	  pay	  rent	  at	  all?	  
Luis	  already	  owns	  the	  building,	  while	  the	  tenant	  needs	  to	  go	  back	  and	  forth	  every	  four	  
months	  between	  Peru	  and	  New	  York	  City	  to	  make	  a	  living.	  Luis	  is	  rich	  and	  old,	  while	  the	  
tenant	  is	  younger	  and	  still	  struggling.	  
The	  maxim	  of	  moderation	  and	  the	  moral	  code	  help	  easing	  the	  tensions	  characteristic	  of	  
the	   social	   position	  of	   small	   landlords	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods.	   Being	   at	  
once	   part	   of	   the	   local	   fabric	  while	  making	  money	   from	   the	   local	   population,	   landlord	  
needs	  a	  guide	  for	  actions	  that	  is	  not	  so	  much	  shared	  than	  understandable,	  sensible	  and	  
legitimate	  to	  the	  other	  party.	  
The	  maxim	  of	  moderation	  highlights	   the	   links	  between	   the	  housing	  market	   and	  other	  
aspects	   local	   economies	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods.	   Too	   often	   in	   the	  
scholarship	   the	   housing	  market	   is	   considered	   a	   specific	   kind	   of	  market	   isolated	   from	  
other	   economic	   activities	   because	   of	   its	  many	   peculiarities	   (Polanyi	   1957:	   chapter	   6).	  
These	   two	   chapters	   alter	   this	   common	   view.	   People	   bring	   moral	   principles	   to	   the	  
housing	  market	  that	  exist	  and	  have	  currency	  outside	  of	  it.	  	  
The	  housing	  market	  is	  not	  an	  island	  –	  it	  is	  articulated	  with	  the	  local	  social	  life,	  by,	  among	  
other	  things,	  its	  moral	  order.	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PART	  III:	  THE	  TEXTURE	  OF	  ECONOMIC	  RELATIONS:	  
INCIVILITY	  
	  
In	  the	  skit,	  I	  describe	  Larry’s	  behavior	  in	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  housing	  court	  with	  a	  white,	  
section	  8,	  female	  tenant.	  Larry	  shouts	  insults	  at	  her	  so	  loudly	  that	  it	  disturbs	  the	  normal	  
functioning	   of	   the	   adjacent	   courts	   and	   offices.	   The	   present	   part	   describes	   other	  
instances	  when	  Larry	  displays	  a	   set	  of	  behaviors	   in	  which	  words,	   speech	   tone,	   voice’s	  
volume,	   and	   bodily	   moves	   signify	   violent	   anger.	   These	   behaviors	   are	   not	   commonly	  
expected	  in	  economic	  relationships,	  even	  in	  economic	  disputes	  (see	  Morrill	  1995	  for	  the	  
idea	   of	   the	   boundary	   between	   institutionalized	   and	   non-­‐institutionalized	   modes	   of	  
conflict	  –	  where	  is	  this	  boundary	  for	  Larry?).	  	  
Larry	  is	  perfectly	  aware	  of	  how	  his	  behavior	  appears	  to	  outsiders.	  When	  he	  introduces	  
himself	  to	  new	  and	  potential	  clients,	  Larry	  often	  says,	  
“Oh	  I’m	  aggressive.	  I’m	  in	  your	  face.”	  
That	   a	   form	   of	   violence	   is	   part	   of	   the	   rental	   housing	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	  
neighborhoods	   in	  New	  York	  City	  has	  been	  documented.	   In	  her	  famous	  ethnography	  of	  
the	   neighborhoods	   of	   Williamsburg	   and	   Greenpoint	   in	   Brooklyn,	   NY,	   in	   the	   pre-­‐
gentrification	  era	  of	  the	  late	  1970s,	  Susser	  writes:	  
“Low-­‐income	   tenants	   were	   constrained	   in	   many	   ways.	   They	   might	   owe	   back	  
rent.	  They	  might	  fear	  that	  other	  landlords	  would	  refuse	  to	  rent	  them.	  They	  might	  
be	   old	   and	   unable	   to	  move.	   They	  might	   think	   that	   rents	   in	   better-­‐maintained	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buildings	  would	  be	  too	  high	  for	  them	  to	  afford.	  Finally,	  they	  might	  fear	  that	  their	  
own	   incursion,	  or	   imagined	   incursion,	  of	   legal	   requirements	   in	  other	  ways	  had	  
forced	  them	  to	  forfeit	  their	  rights	  as	  citizens	  to	  demand	  adequate	  maintenance.	  
[…]	  No	  matter	  how	  poor	  the	  conditions,	  the	  tenants	  feared	  that	  they	  might	  lose	  
the	  little	  they	  had.	  It	  was	  an	  economic	  rather	  than	  a	  cultural	  trap	  in	  which	  such	  
tenants	  found	  themselves”	  (Susser	  1982:	  102)	  
According	  to	  the	  author,	  fear	  is	  the	  core	  dimension	  of	  low-­‐income	  tenants’	  experience	  
of	  the	  housing	  market.	  In	  her	  view,	  it	  is	  the	  direct	  product	  of	  the	  imbalanced	  economic	  
relationship	  between	  tenants	  and	   landlords.	   In	  Susser’s	  Marxist	  perspective,	   the	   initial	  
distribution	   of	   property	   rights	   determines	   the	   direction	   of	   power	   relations,	   which,	   in	  
turn,	  shapes	  the	  subjective	  content	  of	  economic	  relationships.	  
I	   agree	   with	   Susser’s	   diagnosis	   that	   strong	   negative	   emotions	   –	   which	   the	   author	  
summarizes	  too	  rapidly	  under	  “fear”	  –	  are	  an	  essential	  part	  of	  how	  the	  housing	  market	  
works	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   areas.	   However,	  my	   perspective	   is	   different	   from	   hers.	  
Following	   Larry	   and	   his	   network	   of	   housing	   actors,	   I	   identify	   the	   kinds	   of	   action	   and	  
actors	  on	   the	   landlord	   side	   that	  produce	   these	  negative	  emotions	   in	   tenants,	   and	   the	  
purpose	   behind	   these	   aggressive	   actions.	   Negative	   emotions	   do	   not	   emerge	   straight	  
from	  the	  unequal	  distribution	  of	  material	  resources.	  They	  are	  interactively	  induced	  (see	  
Collins	  2004,	  Goffman	  1959,	  Hochschild	  1979,	  Katz	  1999).	  	  
To	  study	  tenants’	  “fear”	  and	  other	  negative	  emotions	  is	  to	  study	  aggressiveness	  on	  the	  
landlord’s	  side.	  Theses	  emotions	  emerge	  from	  Larry’s	  shouting	  insults	  at	  tenants,	  from	  
his	  bodily	  moves,	  from	  his	  self-­‐fashioned	  presence	  in	  interactions	  with	  other	  parties.	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The	  present	  part	  argues	  that	  aggressiveness	  and	  verbal	  violence	  are	  systemic	  features	  of	  
the	  housing	  market	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  By	  “systemic”	  is	  meant	  here	  
that	   some	   basic	   economic	   functions	   of	   the	   housing	   marker	   are	   carried	   out	   more	  
efficiently	  with	  such	  expressive	  envelope	  than	  without.	  	  
The	   first	   function	   is	   to	   sustain	   legal	   long-­‐lasting	   disputes	   in	   court	   with	   other	   housing	  
actors,	  whereas	  the	  legal	  apparatus	  is	  resented	  by	  small	  landlords	  and	  their	  affiliates	  for	  
being	  unjust.	  Aggressiveness,	  redefined	  as	   incivility,	   is	  understood	  as	  a	  coping	  strategy	  
against	  resentment	  toward	  the	  “system”	  (chapter	  6).	  	  
The	  second	  function	  of	  aggressiveness	  is	  to	  transform	  tenants’	  sentimental	  attachment	  
to	   their	   apartments	   into	   a	   space	   of	   action	   and	   manipulation	   for	   the	   landlord	   side	  
(chapter	  7)	  
The	   third	   function	   is	   to	   provide	   a	   basis	   for	   professional	   self-­‐esteem	   for	   a	   specific	  
category	   of	   economic	   actors	   –	   local	   entrepreneurs	   of	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	  Aggressiveness	   in	  everyday	  economic	  relations	  projects	  a	  background-­‐
image	   of	   a	   world	   full	   of	   traps	   and	   enemies	   that	   these	   local	   entrepreneurs,	   including	  
Larry,	  navigate	  successfully	  (chapter	  8).	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CHAPTER	  6:	  INCIVILITY	  AND	  DISCONTENT	  	  
	  
INTRODUCTION	  	  
Why	   is	   Larry	   so	   aggressive	   with	   tenants	   and	   sometimes	   with	   other	   housing	  
professionals?	  What	  does	  he	  achieve	  doing	  this?	  And	  why	  is	  Larry’s	  behavior	  seems	  so	  
natural	   and	   ordinary	   to	   the	   housing	   professionals	   he	   works	   with	   and	   for,	   and	   so	  
shocking	   to	   outsiders?	   Is	   there	   a	   role	   of	   aggressiveness	   for	   the	   economic	   life	   in	   the	  
housing	  market	  to	  which	  Larry	  partakes?	  If	  yes,	  what	  is	  the	  nature	  of	  this	  role?	  
COMMON	  EXPLANATIONS	  OF	  AGGRESSIVENESS:	  PSYCHOLOGICAL	  AND	  INSTRUMENTAL	  
APPROACHES	  
There	  are	   two	  common	  explanations	   for	  why	  Larry	  acts	   in	  such	  a	   forceful	  way	  against	  
tenants,	  and	  they	  both	  offer	  an	  inadequate	  image	  of	  the	  nature	  of	  aggressiveness	  in	  the	  
housing	  market	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  	  
The	   first	   explanation	   is	   to	   assume	   that	   Larry	   is	   plainly	   rude	   with	   tenants,	   or	   even	  
sadistic.	   Larry	   would	   take	   an	   unusual	   satisfaction,	   even	   pleasure,	   shouting	   insults	   at	  
tenants.	  Larry	  creates	  fear	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  it.	  It	  is	  the	  folk-­‐psychological	  approach.	  Larry’s	  
idiosyncratic	  personality	  would	  be	  the	  explanation	  of	  his	  behavior	  –	  and	  this	  personality	  
is	  a	  phenomenon	  extraneous	  to	  the	  housing	  market.	  In	  this	  view,	  aggressiveness	  would	  
have	  no	  systemic	  relation	  to	  how	  the	  housing	  market	  works.	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It	   is	  the	  explanation	  that	  Erin	  follows,	  when,	  one	  night,	   I	  have	  drinks	  with	  her	   in	  a	  bar	  
next	  to	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court.	  That	  night,	  she	  explains	  me	  why	  she	  has	  not	  asked	  
Larry	  to	  stop	  coming	  to	  court	  after	  a	  judge’s	  warning.	  She	  describes	  the	  pleasure	  Larry	  
gets	  from	  going	  to	  court.	  She	  depicts	  Larry	  arriving	  early	  in	  court,	  sitting	  impatiently	  on	  
benches	  in	  the	  empty	  hallways,	  making	  phone	  calls,	  waving	  legs	  and	  feet	  in	  trepidation,	  
waiting	   for	   trials	   to	   start,	   like	   a	   kid,	   she	   says,	   before	   Christmas.	   For	   Erin,	   Larry	   takes	  
pleasure	   from	   the	   tense	   situations	   in	  Housing	   Court,	   from	   the	   verbal	   violence	   he	   can	  
unleash	  on	  tenants.	  	  
Strangely,	  it	  is	  also	  the	  explanation	  that	  Larry	  favors.	  He	  often	  says	  that	  he	  is	  “insane”,	  
followed	   by	   a	   mischievous	   laugh.	   It	   is	   even	   the	   way	   he	   understands	   my	   role.	   I	   am	  
someone	   who	   writes	   about	   his	   “insanity”,	   someone	   making	   a	   portrait	   of	   a	   colorful	  
character	  (see	  chapter	  7	  for	  how	  Larry	  constitutes	  himself	  as	  a	  “villain”).	  
Some	  sociologists	  also	  have	  relied	  on	  this	  explanation.	  “Larry	  is	  just	  rude”,	  commented	  a	  
sociologist	   when	   I	   described	   Larry’s	   actions.	   “It’s	   all	   about	   Larry’s	   personality”,	   said	  
another	  one.	  The	  adjective	  “rude”	  is	  a	  way	  to	  frame	  Larry’s	  behavior	  as	  a	  psychological	  
variable	   rather	   than	   a	   sociological	   variable	   –	   ending	   here	   the	   analysis	   of	   the	   housing	  
market	  for	  the	  sociologist.	  The	  psychological	  “explanation”	  is	   in	  fact	  a	  re-­‐naming	  of	  an	  
observed	  pattern	  so	  that	  it	  can	  be	  safely	  discounted	  by	  the	  analyst.	  	  
The	   second	   account	   of	   Larry’s	   verbal	   violence	   is	   aggressiveness	   as	   an	   instrumental	  
strategy.	  Larry’s	  aggressiveness	  would	  create	  fear	  in	  order	  to	  extract	  money	  and	  goods	  
from	  unwilling	   tenants	  or	  other	  economic	   “partners”.	   In	   the	   literature	  on	   the	  housing	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market,	  there	  are	  two	  main	  types	  of	  instrumental	  aggressiveness	  in	  economic	  relations:	  
harassment	  and	  intimidation.	  
The	  Rent	  Guideline	  Board	   (RGB)	   is	   a	   regulatory	   body.	   Its	  main	   task	   is	   to	   organize	   the	  
market	  for	  rent-­‐stabilized	  apartments	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  The	  RGB	  defines	  harassment	  as	  
follows58:	  
“A	   landlord	   is	  prohibited	   from	  any	  action	   intended	   to	   force	  a	   tenant	  out	  of	  an	  
apartment	  or	  to	  compel	  a	  tenant	  to	  give	  up	  any	  rights	  granted	  to	  the	  tenant	  by	  
law.	  No	  landlord,	  or	  any	  party	  acting	  on	  the	  landlord’s	  behalf,	  may	  interfere	  with	  
the	  tenant’s	  privacy,	  comfort,	  or	  quiet	  enjoyment	  of	  the	  apartment.	  Harassment	  
may	   take	   the	   form	   of	   physical	   or	   verbal	   abuse,	   willful	   denial	   of	   services,	   or	  
multiple	   instances	   of	   frivolous	   litigation.	   If	   a	   landlord	   lies	   or	   deliberately	  
misrepresents	  the	  law	  to	  a	  tenant,	  this	  may	  also	  constitute	  harassment.”	  
Intimidation	  is	  often	  understood	  as	  a	  subset	  of	  the	  larger	  category	  of	  harassment.	   It	   is	  
characterized	   by	   the	   explicit	   or	   implicit	   threat	   of	   physical	   violence,	   in	   order	   to	   obtain	  
good	  and	  services.	  In	  a	  folk	  terminology,	  it	  is	  a	  shakedown.	  
Harassment	   and	   intimidation	   can	   be	   recognized	   because	   they	   involve	   interpersonal,	  
often	  face-­‐to-­‐face,	  coercion	  rather	  voluntary	  consent.	  
Aggressiveness-­‐as-­‐instrumental-­‐economic-­‐action	  is	  the	  frame	  that	  the	  judge	  has	  in	  mind	  
when	  he	  threatens	  to	  put	  Marie	  and	  Erin’s	  cases	  “down	  the	  pile”	  if	  Larry	  keeps	  coming	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58	  The	  RGB’s	  main	  action	  is	  to	  define	  each	  year	  the	  increase	  that	  landlords	  of	  rent-­‐stabilized	  apartments	  can	  impose	  
on	   their	   tenants.	   Doing	   so,	   the	   RGB	   is	   required	   to	   take	   into	   account	   a	   multiplicity	   of	   factors.	   It	   must	   preserve	  
affordability,	   security	  of	   tenure,	  and	  habitability	   for	   tenants,	  and	   it	  must	  provide	   fair	   returns	  and	  protection	  action	  
against	  tenants’	  abuse	  for	  landlords.	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to	   the	   Housing	   Court	   and	   shouting	   insults.	   The	   judge	   explicitly	   argues	   that	   Larry	  
intimidates	  tenants.	  
It	   is	   a	   plausible	   account	   of	   Larry’s	   behavior.	   Urban	   sociologists	   have	   repeatedly	  
documented	   the	   use	   of	   harassment	   and	   intimidation	   in	   the	   housing	   market	   of	   low-­‐
income	   minority	   areas.	   Studying	   the	   formation	   of	   the	   African-­‐American	   ghetto	   in	  
Chicago	  or	   the	  gentrification	  of	  San	  Francisco’s	  downtown,	  Hirsh’s	  Making	   the	  Second	  
Ghetto	  (1982:	  chapter	  3)	  and	  Hartman’s	  City	  for	  Sale	  (1984:252-­‐254)	  describe	  instances	  
of	  harassment	  and	  intimidation.	  More	  recently,	  the	  theme	  of	  predation	  has	  dominated	  
the	  scholarly	  discourse	  on	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  	  
LIMITS	  TO	  THE	  COMMON	  EXPLANATIONS	  
However,	   the	   ideas	   of	   “rudeness”	   and	   “personality”	   on	   one	   hand,	   and	   the	   notions	  
“harassment”	   and	   “intimidation”	   on	   the	   other,	   do	   not	   exhaust	   Larry’s	   aggressive	  
behavior.	  	  
First,	   the	   explanation	   in	   terms	   of	   rudeness	   and	   personality	   underplay	   how	   common	  
aggressiveness	   is	   in	   the	   housing	   market.	   There	   are	   several	   indications	   that	  
aggressiveness	  is	  routinely	  woven	  into	  economic	  relationships	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  
low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  
I	   have	   observed	   other	   economic	   actors	   than	   Larry	   behaving	   as	   aggressively	   as	   Larry	  
does.	  Mitchell	  Steinberg,	   the	  manager	   for	   the	  Wallace	   family	  of	   the	  rooming	  house	   in	  
Harlem	   in	   which	   Andres	   and	   Nicholas	   live,	   uses	   more	   forceful	   techniques	   than	   Larry	  
against	   tenants	   (see	   chapter	   3	   on	   the	   “Harlem	   Deal”).	   	   Nicholas	   claims	   that	  Mitchell	  
Steinberg	   called	   him	   a	   “nigger”	   one	   day	   he	   was	   riding	   his	   bike	   out	   of	   the	   building.	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Nicholas	  has	  also	  received	  from	  the	  building	  manager	  sexually	  laden	  text	  messages	  that	  
he	  showed	  me.	  In	  addition,	  Andres	  has	  felt	  intimidated	  by	  the	  imposing	  handyman	  that	  
Mitchell	  Steinberg	  has	  hired.	  	  
Larry’s	   aggressiveness	   is	   also	   in	   sync	   with	   some	   of	   the	   landlords’	   expectations.	   His	  
forceful	  attitude	  is	  a	  pleasant	  surprise	  for	  many	  landlords.	  The	  three	  Jamaican	  landlords	  
in	  the	  prologue	  of	  the	  previous	  section	  would	  like	  Larry	  to	  be	  louder	  and	  more	  offending	  
with	  their	  tenant.	  The	  same	  day,	  the	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  real	  estate	   investor	   is	   intrigued,	  
amused,	  and,	   in	   the	  end,	   interested	  by	  Larry’	  verbal	  violence	  –	  but	  he	   is	  not	  shocked.	  
Andrezj	  Dabrowski	   and	   his	   sister	   simply	  wish	   Larry	  were	  mafia.	   Larry’s	   forcefulness	   is	  
then	  in	  affinity	  with	  how	  some	  landlords	  feel	  about	  their	  conflict	  with	  tenants.	  	  
A	  report	  from	  a	  pro-­‐tenant	  advocacy	  group	  called	  “Make	  the	  Road	  New	  York”	  describes	  
the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court	  as	  place	  where	  “a	  culture	  of	  disrespect	  has	  been	  allowed	  to	  
permeate”	   (in	   Home	   Court	   Advantage,	   December	   2011,	   page	   3)59.	   The	   publication	  
report	  was	   followed	  by	   a	  protest	   in	   front	  of	   the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court	   on	  Dec.	   14th	  
2011.	  During	  the	  rally,	  one	  protester	  explained:	  “You	  can	  also	  sense	  the	  fear	  in	  tenants;	  
you	  hear	  attorneys	  and	  landlords	  talking	  about	  money,	  but	  you	  don’t	  hear	  them	  talking	  
about	  the	  repairs	  that	  people	  desperately	  need”60.	  
Larry,	  then,	  is	  not	  unique.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59	  http://www.maketheroad.org/report.php?ID=2004	  
60	  The	  report	  of	  the	  protest	  has	  been	  covered	  by	  The	  Metropolitan	  Council	  on	  Housing,	  the	  most	  famous	  and	  most	  
powerful	   pro-­‐tenant	   advocacy	   group	   on	   housing	   issues	   in	   New	   York	   City:	  
http://metcouncilonhousing.org/news_and_issues/tenant_newspaper/2011/december/make-­‐road-­‐finds-­‐chaos-­‐and-­‐
disrespect-­‐brooklyn-­‐housing-­‐court	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These	   elements	   suggest	   that	   the	   psychologization	   and	   individuation	   implied	   by	   the	  
terms	   “rude”	   and	   “personality”	   ignores	   the	   spread	   of	   aggressiveness	   in	   economic	  
relationships	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  
Second,	  Larry’s	  verbal	  violence	  does	  not	  seem	  to	  work	  as	  intimidation	  or	  as	  harassment	  
did	   in	  Chicago	  during	   the	  Great	  Migration,	  or	   in	   the	  redevelopment	  of	  San	  Francisco’s	  
downtown	  area	  in	  the	  1970s	  (Hartman	  1984;	  Hirsh	  1982).	  	  
Intimidation,	   defined	   as	   the	   threat	   of	   physical	   violence,	   is	   explicitly	   rejected	   in	   the	  
economic	  world	  of	  Larry.	  
In	  spring	  2010,	  one	  afternoon,	  Larry	  and	  I	  are	  walking	  in	  the	  streets	  of	  central	  Brooklyn	  
back	   to	   Jimmy’s	   Diner,	   when	   a	   large	   black	   man	   calls	   Larry	   out.	   He	   is	   part	   of	   a	  
construction	  crew	  erecting	  a	  massive	  building.	  The	  man	   is	  waving	  a	   flag	   to	  slow	  down	  
the	   car	   traffic.	   Larry	   does	   not	   recognize	   him	   but	   he	   approaches.	   Seeing	   Larry’s	  
confusion,	  the	  man	   introduces	  himself.	  His	  name	  is	  Neil.	  He	  used	  to	  work	  for	  Larry	  on	  
the	   Skyline	   Tower	   project	   (see	   the	   assemblage	   of	   the	   Skyline	   Tower	   for	   Douglas	   in	  
chapter	  2).	  Now	  Larry	  remembers.	  Neil	  asks	  Larry	  if	  he	  would	  have	  some	  work	  to	  offer	  
him.	  Larry	  says	  “maybe”,	  but	  he	  does	  not	  sound	  convincing.	  He	  explains	  that	  times	  are	  
tough	   for	  him	  as	  well.	   	   Larry	  does	  not	  have	  a	   similar	  project	  as	   the	  Skyline	   right	  now.	  
Larry	  gives	  Neil	  a	  business	  card	  and	   tells	  him	  to	  give	  a	  call.	   I	  would	  never	   see	  or	  hear	  
again	  about	  Neil.	  	  
Back	  on	  our	  way	  to	  Jimmy’s,	  I	  ask	  Larry	  who	  is	  Neil.	  Larry	  answers	  that	  the	  assemblage	  
for	  the	  Skyline	  Tower	  was	  a	  contentious	  process.	  Neil	  was	  present	  when	  Larry	  met	  with	  
property	   owners.	   He	   did	   not	   say	   a	   word,	   but	   his	   intimidating	   stature	   made	   the	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negotiations	  easier	  according	   to	   Larry.	   For	   Larry,	  however,	  Neil	   is	  useless	  now.	   Larry’s	  
current	  economic	  life	  is	  made	  of	  buy-­‐out	  negotiations,	  apartment	  rentals,	  appearances	  
in	  housing	  court,	  and	  bonding	  with	  small	  landlords.	  It	  has	  no	  room	  for	  an	  intimidator	  like	  
Neil	   –	   the	   stakes	  are	   just	   too	   low	  and	   the	   risks	   too	  high,	  and	  Larry	  keeps	   saying,	   that	  
however	  “aggressive”	  he	  may	  be,	  “he	  is	  not	  a	  “thug”.	  
Intimidation	  is	  a	  salient	  category	  in	  the	  imagination	  of	  real	  estate	  professionals	  in	  low-­‐
income	  minority	   neighborhoods.	   However,	   it	   is	   either	   a	   category	   that	   belongs	   to	   the	  
past	   or	   simply	   out	   of	   place	   in	   the	   economic	  world	   of	   small	   landlords	   having	   disputes	  
with	  their	  tenants.	  Larry’s	  forceful	  behavior	  is	  not	  intimidation.	  It	  is	  not	  the	  extraction	  of	  
goods	  and	  money	  through	  the	  explicit	  or	  implicit	  threat	  of	  physical	  violence.	  	  
Harassment	  is	  probably	  closer	  to	  really	  what	  is	  going	  on	  in	  the	  housing	  market	  that	  Larry	  
inhabits.	   I	   have	   seen	   Nicholas	   and	   Andres	   filling	   harassment	   complaints,	   not	   always	  
successfully.	   But	   I	   have	   never	   seen	   Larry	   being	   subjected	   to	   a	   harassment	   complaint.	  
Overall,	   the	   idea	   of	   harassment	   focuses	   too	  much	   on	   the	  material	   gains	   obtained	   by	  
Larry	   through	  his	   forceful	   behavior.	   The	   idea	  of	   harassment	  does	  not	   account	   for	   the	  
expressive	  dimension	  of	  Larry’s	  aggressiveness.	  	  
Larry	  is	  exuberant	  in	  his	  verbal	  violence.	  There	  is	  dramaturgy	  in	  his	  behavior.	  Often	  he	  
calls	  his	  own	  verbal	  brutality	  to	  “put	  on	  a	  show”.	  There	  is	  an	  audience	  to	  this	  show.	  The	  
Jewish	   Orthodox	   investor	   of	   the	   skit	   is	   the	   audience	   of	   Larry,	   as	  much	   are	   the	   three	  
Jamaican	  landlords.	  	  
Larry,	   finally,	  develops	  a	   justificatory	  discourse	   for	  his	  aggressiveness.	  He	   is	  aggressive	  
with	   “professional	   tenants”,	   not	  with	   everyone.	   There	   is	   discernment	   in	   his	   behavior.	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This	  discourse	   is	  moral	   in	  nature.	   It	   is	   pegged	  on	   the	  difference	  between	  people	  who	  
“play	  the	  game”	  and	  those	  who	  “abuse	  the	  system”.	  	  
Larry’s	  verbal	  violence	  may	  be	  as	  much	  oriented	  toward	  material	   interests	  as	   towards	  
symbolic	   ends	   –	   that	   is	   to	   say	   towards	   the	   expression	   of	   specific	   meanings	   that	   the	  
analysis	  needs	  to	  dig	  out.	  	  The	  symbolic	  dimension	  is	  	  what	  the	  notion	  of	  harassment	  is	  
missing.	  
	  RESENTMENT	  TOWARD	  THE	  “SYSTEM”	  AND	  LANDLORDS’	  COPING	  STRATEGIES	  
Larry’s	   verbal	   brutality	   is	   a	   richer	   phenomenon	   than	   it	   is	   assumed	   by	   the	   ideas	   of	  
harassment	   and	   intimidation	   on	   one	   hand,	   and	   of	   rudeness	   and	   other	   psychological	  
traits,	  on	  the	  other.	  	  
Aggressiveness	  seems	  at	  once	  organic	  to	  the	  economic	  life	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  low-­‐
income	   minority	   neighborhoods,	   and	   seems	   more	   symbolic	   in	   nature	   than	   strictly	  
oriented	  toward	  the	  achievement	  of	  material	  ends.	  There	  is	  an	  interesting	  tension	  here.	  
How	  can	  aggressiveness	  be	  at	  once	  so	  essential	  to	  the	  economic	  life	  I	  have	  observed	  and	  
without	  clear	  material	  and	  economic	  functions?	  
The	  present	  chapter	  solves	  this	  contradiction.	  	  
Aggressiveness	   against	   tenants,	   I	   argue,	   is	   one	   of	   the	   four	   meaningful	   responses,	   or	  
coping	  strategies,	  that	  small	  landlords	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  areas	  and	  their	  surrogates	  
(like	  Larry)	  use	  to	  tame	  their	  uneasy	  and	  tumultuous	  relationship	  with	  the	  legal	  system	  
that	   frames	   their	   economic	   life.	   It	   is	   one	  of	   the	   four	   responses	   to	   a	   fundamental	   and	  
striking	  resentment	  towards	  the	  “system”.	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Small	   landlords	   see	   the	   regulatory	   system	   as	   an	   all-­‐powerful	   and	   inevitable	   force	   for	  
settling	  disputes.	  But	   they	  also	   see	   it	   as	   impenetrable	  and	  unfair	   in	   its	   inner-­‐workings	  
and	   outcomes.	   In	   their	   experience,	   the	   system	   gives	   room	   for	   tenants	   “to	   abuse	   the	  
system”.	  Judges,	  small	  landlords	  believe,	  use	  their	  arbitrary	  power	  to	  rule	  systematically	  
against	  landlords.	  The	  moral	  order	  of	  the	  “game”	  –	  i.e.	  “the	  right	  to	  make	  a	  buck”	  they	  
cherish	  so	  dearly	  –	   is	   in	  constant	   tension	  with	   the	  official	   regulation	  of	   the	  market.	   In	  
Housing	  Court,	   landlords	  attend	  a	  process	  critical	   to	   their	  economic	  welfare.	  Yet,	   they	  
feel	   helpless	   and	   they	  have	   the	   intuition	   that	   any	   victory	  will	   be	  pyrrhic	   and	  will	   cost	  
them	  significant	   amount	  of	  money.	   Small	   landlords	   resent	   the	   fact	   they	  are	   forced	   to	  
rely	  on	  a	   legal	  system	  they	  feel	   is	  at	  best	  arbitrary,	  and	  at	  worst	  systematically	  biased	  
against	  their	  economic	  interests	  and	  sense	  of	  justice.	  	  
Resentment	   is	   the	  primary	  dimension	  of	   small	   landlords’	  experience	  of	   the	   regulatory	  
apparatus	  they	  have	  to	  deal	  with.	  	  
But	   resentment	   is	   an	   unstable	   experience.	   It	   pulls	   individuals’	   action	   in	   different,	  
sometimes	  opposite,	  directions.	  On	  one	  hand	  it	  is	  made	  of	  aggressiveness	  and	  desire	  for	  
revenge,	   based	   on	   a	   thwarted	   sense	   of	   justice	   and	   fairness.	   On	   the	   other	   hand,	  
resentment	  is	  marked	  by	  an	  experience	  of	  helplessness,	  powerlessness	  and	  impotence	  
in	   face	   of	   a	   greater,	   however	   unjust,	   power	   (see	   Deleuze’s	   analyzes	   of	   Nietzsche’s	  
“Ressentiment”	  [1962]1983:111-­‐146).	  	  
These	   tensions	   find	   a	   stabilizing	  mechanism	   in	   four	   coping	   strategies	   that	  most	   small	  
landlords	  I	  have	  come	  in	  contact	  with	  combine	  and/or	  use	  sequentially.	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Strategic	  Avoidance.	  Like	  Susana	  Jackson,	  who	  after	  being	  flabbergasted	  by	  a	  morning	  in	  
Housing	   Court	   decides	   not	   come	   again,	  most	   landlords	   simply	   avoid	   going	   to	   housing	  
court.	  They	  save	  time	  and	  frustration,	  and	  leave	  their	  lawyers	  and	  surrogates,	  like	  Larry,	  
handling	  cases	  on	  their	  behalf.	  A	  similar	  strategy	  is	  to	  come	  to	  court	  as	  a	  dilettante,	  with	  
few	  expectations	  and	  little	  preparation,	  and	  a	  general	  ironic	  attitude	  toward	  the	  whole	  
process.	   In	   general	   this	   is	   the	   attitude	   of	   Clarence,	   of	   Nelson,	   of	   Mr.	   Lee	   and	   of	   a	  
landlord	  whom	  I	  met	  only	  once,	  and	  was	  smiling	  with	  genuine	  amusement	  when	  he	  told	  
me	   how	   bad	   his	   record	   keeping	  was.	   He	   had	   no	   idea	   since	  when	   the	   tenant	   he	  was	  
taking	  to	  court	  had	  stopped	  paying	  rent.	  
Private	  Strategies	  of	  Degradation	  and	  Public	  Display	  of	  Deference.	  These	  are	  strategies	  
analyzed	  by	   Scott	   in	  Weapons	  of	   the	  Weak	   (1985)	   and	   in	  Domination	  and	   the	  Arts	   of	  
Resistance	  (1990).	  Landlords	  prudently	  use	  private	  moments	  to	  mock	  and	  disparage	  the	  
legal	  system	  they	  otherwise	  reluctantly	  defer	  to	  when	  they	  face	  a	  judge	  in	  court.	  
Encroachment.	   I	   define	   “encroachment”	   as	   a	   personal	   connection	   between	   a	   housing	  
professional	  on	  the	   landlord	  side	  and	  an	  agent	  of	   the	   legal	  system’s	  bureaucracy.	  This	  
personal	  connection	  can	  be	  used	  for	  the	  circulation	  of	  goods	  and	  services.	  But	  it	  can	  be	  
nurtured	   simply	   by	   exchanging	   jokes	   in	   the	   hallways	   of	   a	   building,	   by	   shared	   social	  
activities,	  by	  exchanges	  of	  services,	  and	  by	  plain	  monetary	  payments.	  Encroachment	  is	  
the	   equivalent	   for	   small	   landlords	   of	   “influence”	   that	   business	   and	   real	   estate	   elites	  
enjoy	   with	   the	   legal	   and	   political	   sphere	   (Mills	   1956;	   Molotch	   1976).	   However,	   by	  
contrast	   with	   influence,	   encroachment	   does	   not	   achieve	   anything	   of	   material	  
importance.	   It	   is	   mostly	   a	   symbolic	   gesture.	   Encroachment	   is	   meant	   to	   create	   an	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experience	   –	   an	   illusion	   –	   of	   mastery	   over	   an	   unjust	   and	   impenetrable	   bureaucratic	  
system,	  eroding	  the	  stinging	  experience	  of	  resentment.	  
Larry’s	   Aggressiveness	   as	   a	   Specific	   Kind	   of	   Incivility.	   Incivility	   can	   be	   defined	   as	  
someone’s	   attempt,	   with	   some	   chances	   of	   success,	   at	   imposing	   on	   an	   individual	   a	  
negative	   and	   unwanted	   public	   identity	   in	   a	   particular	   situation	   (see	   Goffman	   1967:	  
chapters	  1-­‐3).	   Larry’s	   aggressiveness	   is	   a	  peculiar	   form	  of	   incivility.	   It	   is	   an	  attempt	  at	  
imposing	  a	  negative	  identity	  on	  a	  tenant	  (for	  instance,	  “leech”	  or	  “professional	  tenant”)	  
when	  and	  where	  the	  state	  is	  acting	  (i.e.	  in	  court	  or	  during	  an	  eviction)	  with	  the	  goal	  of	  
producing	   the	   experience	   that	   justice	   is	   in	   fact	   rendered,	   reducing	   temporarily	   the	  
experience	   of	   resentment	   toward	   the	   “system”.	   More	   precisely,	   because	   the	  
bureaucratic	   inner	   workings	   of	   the	   legal	   apparatus	   in	   the	   housing	   market	   is	   seen	   as	  
opaque	  by	  both	  parties	   to	   a	  dispute,	   there	   is	  much	   room	   for	   interpretation	  of	   state’s	  
action,	  and	  much	  opportunity	  for	  the	  parties	  to	  seize	  the	  expressive	  and	  communicative	  
dimensions	  of	  state’s	  action.	  When	  Larry	  shouts	  at	  a	  tenant	  he	   is	  “a	   leech	  abusing	  the	  
system”	  during	  an	  eviction	  or	  in	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  Housing	  Court,	  he	  fills	  a	  void	  and	  he	  
tries	   to	   degrade	   the	   tenant,	   but	   with	   more	   situational	   resources	   than	   if	   he	   insults	  
someone	  else,	  elsewhere	  and	  at	  another	  time.	  It	  is	  the	  congruence	  of	  these	  situational	  
resources	  –	  a	   target	  who	   is	  a	   tenant,	   in	  court	   subjected	   to	   the	   judge’s	   ruling	  or	  being	  
evicted	   by	   a	   marshal	   –	   that	   gives	   to	   Larry’s	   insults	   their	   specific	   dynamics	   and	   their	  
force.	  Larry	  piggybacks	  on	  the	  state’s	  action	  and	  tries	  to	   impose	  a	  new	  meaning	  on	   it.	  
Larry	  blurs	  the	  situational	  boundary	  between	  his	  moral	  order	  and	  the	  state’s	  action.	  He	  
creates	  a	  “tableau	  vivant”	  in	  which	  the	  state	  seems	  to	  be	  acting	  on	  behalf	  of	  his	  moral	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principles,	  which	   it	   does	   not,	   and	   in	  which	   the	   tenant	   is	   captured	   from	  a	   perspective	  
that	   can	   deface	   his	   public	   identity	   (on	   tableau	   vivant	   see	   Geertz	   1983:	   chapter	   6).	  
Aggressiveness	   is	   a	   form	   of	   incivility	   that	   I	   observed	   through	   Larry,	   but	   whose	  
conditions,	  functioning	  and	  goals	  are	  determined	  by	  the	  position	  of	  small	   landlord	  and	  
their	  relation	  to	  the	  legal	  apparatus.	  That	  is	  why	  aggressiveness-­‐as-­‐incivility	  is	  a	  systemic	  
feature	  of	  he	  housing	  market	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  
*	  
The	   present	   chapter	   is	   divided	   in	   four	   sections.	   First,	   I	   describe	   small	   landlords’	  
resentment	  toward	  the	   legal	  apparatus	  and	  the	  “system”	   in	  general.	  Second,	   I	  analyze	  
the	  private	  strategies	  of	  degradation	  that	  people	  use	  to	  attenuate	  this	  discontent.	  Third,	  
I	   describe	   encroachment	   and	   the	   production	   of	   an	   illusion	   of	   control	   over	   the	  
bureaucratic	  workings	  of	  the	  regulatory	  system.	  Fourth,	  I	  show	  that	  aggressiveness	  and	  
verbal	  violence	  helps	  closing	  the	  experiential	  gap	  created	  by	  resentment.	  I	  define	  here	  
aggressiveness	  as	  a	  specific	  form	  of	  incivility.	  In	  the	  chapter’s	  conclusion,	  I	  speculate	  on	  
the	   reasons	   behind	   the	   de	   facto	   connivance	   of	   the	   regulatory	   system	   toward	   the	  
practice	  of	  incivility	  by	  the	  landlord-­‐side	  of	  the	  market.	  	  
	  
	  
A	  SYSTEM	  THAT	  DOES	  NOT	  RENDER	  JUSTICE	  
To	  observe	  how	  small	  landlords	  and	  their	  affiliated	  housing	  actors	  experience	  the	  legal	  
system,	  it	  is	  necessary	  to	  step	  away	  from	  the	  courtroom.	  Observing	  legal	  battles	  before	  
a	  judge,	  battles	  often	  mediated	  by	  lawyers,	  one	  accesses	  to	  “front-­‐stage”	  behaviors	  only	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(Goffman	   1959).	   These	   behaviors	   are	   heavily	   constrained	   by	   formal	   rules	   of	  
presentation.	  The	  courtroom	  is	  not	  a	  transparent	  window	  into	  how	  small	  landlords	  and	  
their	   allies	   understand	   the	   judicial	   process.	   To	   observe	   this	   experience,	   one	   needs	   to	  
focus	  on	  private	  situations,	  outside	  the	  supervision	  of	  the	  legal	  system	  and	  outside	  the	  
purview	   of	   the	   judge.	   One	   needs	   to	   attend	   private	   moments	   when	   small	   landlords	  
discuss	  with	  their	  lawyers	  with	  their	  building	  managers	  and	  with	  other	  landlords	  about	  
their	  cases	  in	  court.	  	  
RESENTMENT	  TOWARD	  THE	  LEGAL	  SYSTEM	  
Larry	  is	  on	  the	  phone	  with	  Russell,	  a	  building	  owner.	  Russell,	  “Russ”	  as	  he	  is	  called,	  is	  in	  
court	  with	  a	  female	  tenant.	  The	  lawyer	  on	  the	  case	  is	  Marie.	  Russ	  does	  not	  attend	  the	  
trial	  and	  Larry	  represents	  him	  in	  court.	  Russ	  is	  Latino.	  	  
The	  previous	  day	  the	  tenant	  won	  a	  victory.	  She	  has	  been	  able	  to	  postpone	  the	  judgment	  
and	  Larry	  feels	  she	  is	  going	  to	  win	  the	  case.	  Larry	  calls	  Russ	  to	  see	  how	  he	  feels	  about	  
the	  bad	  news	  and	  to	  reassure	  him.	  Marie	  and	  Larry	  will	  change	  the	  legal	  strategy,	  and	  
they	  will	  find	  a	  way	  to	  evict	  her.	  	  
However,	   Russ	   is	   much	   angrier	   than	   Larry	   anticipates.	   He	   does	   not	   listen	   to	   Larry’s	  
explanations.	  
“Russ	  how	  you’re	  doing?”	  Says	  Larry	  with	  a	  joyful	  tone.	  	  	  
Without	  missing	  a	  beat,	  Larry	  says:	  
“I	  spoke	  to	  your	  mother.	  Listen,	  we	  gotta	  do	  something.	  I’m	  gonna	  talk	  to	  Marie	  in	  order	  
to	  see	  what	  we	  can	  do	  to	  get	  things	  going.”	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Russ	  does	  not	  care.	  He	  cannot	  hear	  Larry.	  He	  is	  too	  frustrated	  by	  the	  day	  in	  court	  to	  take	  
part	  to	  any	  plans	  for	  the	  future.	  	  
“But	  listen	  to	  me	  Russ”	  says	  Larry.	  	  
Russ	  does	  not	  listen.	  
“Russ!	  Russ!”,	  yells	  Larry,	  trying	  to	  cut	  Russ’s	  angry	  flow	  of	  words.	  	  
Russ	  wants	  to	  find	  someone	  responsible	  for	  what	  he	  sees	  as	  a	  fiasco	  in	  court.	  He	  blames	  
Marie,	  the	  lawyer.	  
Larry	  takes	  the	  voice	  of	  a	  calm	  and	  patient	  pedagogue.	  	  
“Not	   that	   I’m	   defending	   Marie”,	   he	   says.	   “Because	   all	   lawyers	   are	   pesados.	   [useless	  
weight].	  The	  truth	  is	  that	  the	  system	  that	  we	  have	  is	  not	  in	  your	  favor.”	  	  
Like	  a	  professor	  waiting	  for	  his	  words	  to	  sink	  in	  the	  head	  of	  his	  students,	  Larry	  makes	  a	  
pause.	  He	  starts	  again.	  	  
“You	  can	  go	  outside	  of	  New	  York	  City,	  you’ll	  evict	  those	  tenants	  yesterday.	  But	  look	  at	  
the	  bullshit	  we	  have	  to	  put	  on	   in	  New	  York	  City.	  They	  have	  all	   the	  rights.	   I	  don’t	  want	  
you	  to	  feel	  that	  [Marie]	  is	  a	  pesada,	  no,	  she	  knows	  the	  job.”	  
But	  Russ’s	  frustration	  is	  not	  appeased.	  For	  Russ,	  Marie	  is	  incompetent.	  He	  believes	  she	  
blew	  a	  case	  that	  a	  competent	   lawyer	  could	  have	  won.	  That	   is	  why	  Russ	  wants	  to	  keep	  
working	  on	  the	  same	  legal	  grounds	  on	  which	  the	  tenant	  is	  wining,	  but	  with	  a	  different	  
lawyer.	  By	  contrast,	  Larry,	  who	  claims	  that	  Marie	   is	  not	  to	  be	  blamed,	  advocates	  for	  a	  
change	   in	   legal	   strategy.	   He	   wants	   to	   start	   new	   proceedings	   in	   court	   with	   different	  
claims	  against	  the	  tenant.	  But	  Russ	  wants	  to	  fight,	  head-­‐to-­‐head,	  where	  the	  tenant	  has	  
won.	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Russ’s	  stubbornness	  exasperates	  Larry.	  
“To	   fight?	  To	   fight	   for	  what?”	   says	  Larry.	   “To	  make	   the	   judge	  angry	   that	  will	   fuck	  you	  
anyway?	  He’s	  gonna	  make	  his	  decision	  anyway.	  It	  doesn’t	  pay	  either	  to	  be	  stupid!”	  
Larry’s	  defense	  of	  Marie	  shifts	  from	  “the	  system	  that	  is	  in	  favor	  of	  tenants”	  to	  the	  bias	  of	  
the	  judge	  “who	  is	  gonna	  fuck	  the	  landlord	  anyway”.	  	  
Russ’s	   frustration	   takes	   unexpectedly	   a	   second	   target,	   the	   tenant	   herself.	   She	   called	  
Russ	  after	  the	  day	  in	  court	  and	  he	  took	  offense	  of	  her	  daring	  gesture.	  
“Fuck	  her	  and	  the	  lease”,	  says	  Larry.	  	  
Russ’s	  anger	  is	  mounting.	  
	  “Listen	  to	  me!	  Listen	  to	  me!”	  interjects	  Larry.	  	  
Larry	   starts	  worrying	   that	  Russ’s	   frustration	  will	   turn	   into	   violence	  against	   the	   tenant.	  
Larry	  feels	  Russ	  is	  losing	  control	  of	  himself.	  
“Do	  me	  a	  favor,	  when	  that	  fucking	  bitch	  calls,	  hung	  up	  on	  her	  don’t	  talk	  to	  her!”	  
But	  Russ	  does	  not	  want	  to	  hear	  any	  advice	  of	  prudence.	  
“Que	  paso?	  What’s	  the	  matter?	  Don’t	  you	  guys	  listen?	  Listen	  to	  that	  advice:	  don’t	  talk	  to	  
that	  fucking	  CUNT!	  She’s	  a	  beruda.	  [?]”	  
Russ	   is	   enthralled	   into	  his	   anger.	   Larry	   can	  maintain	   communication	  with	  him	  only	  by	  
participating	  to	  the	  ritualistic	  flow	  of	  insults	  toward	  the	  tenant.	  	  
“Listen	   to	  me!	   Listen	   to	  me!”	   Larry	   is	   now	   shouting	   on	   the	   phone.	   “DON’T-­‐TALK-­‐TO-­‐
THAT-­‐FUCKING-­‐CUNT.	  She	  is	  so	  fucking	  ugly	  I’d	  rather	  be	  cursed	  than	  touch	  that	  BITCH.	  
Do	   you	   see	   the	   teeth	   she	   has?	   She	   needs	   a	   face-­‐lift.	   She	   needs	   to	   lose	   two	   hundred	  
pounds.	  She…”	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Larry	  is	  slowly	  restoring	  communication	  with	  Russ.	  He	  can	  now	  talk	  sense	  to	  him.	  He	  can	  
advise	  him	  to	  stay	  clear	  from	  the	  tenant.	  With	  a	  calmer	  tone	  Larry	  says,	  
“No,	  don’t	  talk	  to	  that	  bitch,	  do	  me	  that	  favor.	  All	  right,	  Russ?”	  
Russ	  agrees.	  They	  need	  to	  talk	  about	  the	  future	  plans	  of	  Larry.	  And	  with	  an	  unexpected	  
joyful	   tone,	   as	   if	   the	   waves	   of	   insults	   were	   only	   a	   show,	   Larry	   concludes	   the	  
conversation.	  
“Yes,	  you	  got	  it.	  Bye,	  Russ”	  
Larry	   has	   similar	   conversations	  with	   Susana	   Jackson,	  with	   Rev.	   Jones	   and	  many	   other	  
small	   landlords.	   As	   illustrated	   here,	   Larry	   is	   instrumental	   in	   producing	   resentment	  
towards	  the	  system	  –	  the	  experience	  that	  the	  “system”	  is	  all	  powerful	  and	  yet	  unjustly	  
biased	  against	  the	  interests	  of	  the	  small	  landlords.	  
Resentment	   does	   not	   emerge	   spontaneously	   for	   these	   landlords.	   For	   Susana	   Jackson	  
and	  her	  husband,	  a	  long	  wait	  in	  court,	  an	  untimely	  “order	  to	  show	  cause”	  granted	  by	  the	  
judge	   to	  a	   tenant	  and	  a	  visit	   to	  a	   tenant’s	  apartment	  constitute	  a	   turning	  point.	  After	  
these	  events,	  Susana	  judges	   it	   is	  useless	  to	  come	  to	  court	  regularly	  and	  Larry	  senses	  a	  
mounting	  anger	  against	  a	  tenant	  who	  abuses	  the	  system.	  For	  Chris	  and	  his	  father,	  hiring	  
a	  housing	  lawyer	  who	  does	  not	  show	  up	  in	  court	  and	  talking	  to	  Larry	  who	  advises	  to	  pay	  
a	  $50,000	  buy-­‐out	   to	  a	   tenant	  play	  a	  critical	   in	   the	  beginning	  of	  a	  conversion	   towards	  
Larry’s	  views	  of	  the	  system.	  Resentment	   is	  a	  particular	  frame	  that	   is	  put	  on	  a	  complex	  
reality.	   It	   does	   not	   emerge	   straight	   from	   a	   confrontation	  with	   the	  Housing	   Court	   and	  
with	  city	  agencies.	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The	  spontaneous	  frame	  that	  landlords	  use	  is	  to	  blame	  lawyers,	  not	  the	  system.	  It	  is	  the	  
case	  with	  Russ,	  with	  Rev.	  Jones,	  with	  Chris	  and	  his	  father.	  Larry	  redirects	  the	  blame	  and	  
transforms	  a	  discontent	   towards	   an	   incompetent	   individual	   into	   resentment	   toward	  a	  
system.	  
The	  crux	  of	  the	   legal	  system’s	  perception	  that	  Larry	  promotes	   is	  organized	  around	  the	  
seamless	   alternation	   between	   accusations	   against	   the	   system	   of	   law	   as	   a	  whole,	   and	  
bitterness	  against	  judges’	  arbitrary	  power.	  It	  is	  surprising	  that	  small	  landlords	  and	  Larry	  
do	  not	  see	  any	  tension	  in	  this	  alternation	  –	  as	  if	  understandings	  in	  terms	  of	  “system”	  in	  
terms	  of	  “individuals”	  were	  readily	  compatible.	  This	  fluid	  alternation,	  I	  argue,	  points	  to	  
the	  core	  dimension	  of	  Larry	  and	  his	  people’s	  experience	  of	  the	  legal	  apparatus.	  There	  is	  
no	  tension	  because	  the	  idea	  of	  a	  bureaucracy	  governed	  by	  impersonal	  rules	  as	  defined	  
by	  Weber	  (1973:	  chapter	  9)	  does	  not	  make	  much	  sense	  to	  Larry	  and	  to	  the	  people	  he	  
works	  with.	  Rules	  of	  law	  and	  arbitrary	  decisions	  are	  in	  tensions	  only	  from	  the	  standpoint	  
where	   there	   is	   something	   called	   an	   impersonal	   and	   formal	   rule	   that	   constraints	  
individuals’	   will.	   For	   Larry	   and	   his	   people,	   the	   legal	   apparatus	   is	   a	   hypocritical	  
bureaucracy	   that	   constantly	   travesties	   arbitrary	   decisions	   into	   the	   appearance	   of	  
following	  impersonal	  rules.	  	  
It	  explains	  why	  Larry	  admonishes	  Russ	  who	  wants	  to	  “keep	  fighting”.	  Larry	  explains	  to	  
Russ	  that	  he	  does	  not	  understand	  the	  nature	  of	   judges’	  behavior.	  Judges	  are	  powerful	  
people	   with	   vindictive	   personality.	   Judges	   are	   vain	   and	   smug	   and	   they	   will	   use	   their	  
power	  against	  people	  who	  do	  not	  defer	  to	  them.	  One	  should	  not	  make	  a	  judge	  angry	  –	  a	  
judge	  is	  not	  a	  bureaucrat.	  This	  representation	  is	  nurtured	  by	  the	  great	  number	  of	  court	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decisions	  that	  are	  lived	  as	  unexpected,	  even	  by	  housing	  lawyers.	  An	  adjournment	  that	  is	  
granted	  or	  a	  trial	  that	  is	  precipitated	  are	  decisions	  attributed	  to	  the	  capricious	  character	  
of	  judges.	  	  
The	  emphasis	  on	  judges’	  personality	  is	  the	  reason	  why	  Larry	  always	  asks	  landlords	  who	  
the	  judge	  on	  the	  case	  is.	  Most	  landlords	  are	  unable	  to	  answer	  this	  question.	  They	  rarely	  
see	  the	  judge	  and	  each	  time	  they	  see	  her,	  it	  is	  only	  for	  a	  few	  minutes.	  Landlords	  do	  not	  
spontaneously	   conceive	   judges	   as	   having	   a	   personality	   that	  may	   be	   of	   significance	   to	  
their	   case.	   However,	   for	   Larry,	   to	   be	   unaware	   of	   the	   name	   of	   the	   judge	   reveals	   how	  
inexperienced	  and	  new	  to	  the	  “game”	  a	  landlord	  is.	  Knowing	  the	  judge’s	  character	  from	  
previous	  encounters	  gives	  a	  sense	  of	  mastery	  over	  the	   legal	  process’s	  unpredictability.	  
Larry	   has	   a	   list	   of	   judges	   he	   hates	   because	   “they	   are	   socialists”,	   a	   list	   of	   judges	   he	  
considers	  moderate	  and	  a	  few	  judges	  he	  considers	  his	  allies.	  	  
THE	  ANARCHIC	  TENDENCIES	  OF	  SMALL	  PROPERTY	  OWNERS	  
Landlords’	   resentment	   toward	   the	   legal	   apparatus	   lies	   in	   the	   experience	   of	   an	  
inescapable	  contradiction.	  The	  legal	  system	  is	  seen,	  at	  once,	  as	  biased	  and	  arbitrary,	  and	  
uniquely	  necessary	  for	  settling	  disputes.	  
The	  discontent,	  yet,	  extends	  beyond	  the	  legal	  realm.	  It	  reaches	  the	  political	  system	  as	  a	  
whole.	   There	   are	   anarchic	   tendencies	   among	   small	   landlords.	   It	   is	   rooted	   in	   the	  
perception	  that	  the	  state	  that	  is	  supposed	  to	  reward	  small	  landlords	  of,	  and	  from,	  low-­‐
income	  minority	  communities	  for	  their	  hard	  work,	  act	  in	  favor	  of	  other	  parties’	  interests.	  
On	  one	  hand,	  the	  state	  would	  cater	  to	  bigger,	  elite’s	  economic	  interests;	  on	  the	  other,	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political	  elites	  would	  play	  a	  populist	  card	  against	  small	   landlords	  granting	  unfair	   rights	  
and	  tremendous	  leeway	  to	  low-­‐income	  minority	  tenants.	  	  
During	  the	  2010	  New	  York	  gubernatorial	  race,	  the	  Democrat	  Andrew	  Cuomo	  is	  opposed	  
to	  the	  Republican	  Carl	  Paladino,	  backed	  by	  the	  Tea-­‐Party	  movement.	  Paladino	  is	  a	  real	  
estate	  entrepreneur	  from	  the	  region	  of	  Buffalo,	  NY.	  During	  the	  campaign,	  Paladino	  often	  
makes	   the	  headlines	  of	   the	  New	  York	  Post	   and	  New	  York	  Daily	  News	   for	  un-­‐politically	  
correct	   one-­‐liners,	   such	   as	   calling	   Sen.	   Kristen	   Gilibrand	   “a	   little	   girl”,	   or	   justifying	  
sending	   racially	   charged	   and	   sexually	   laden	   e-­‐mails	   by	   saying	   he	   works	   “in	   the	  
construction	   business”61.	   He	   is	   sometimes	   derisively	   called	   “crazy	   Carl”	   in	   these	  
newspapers.	  
Cuomo	  has	  a	   significant	   lead	   in	  all	   the	  polls.	  However,	   in	   the	   subway,	   Larry	   reads	   the	  
New	  York	  Post	  and	  says	  to	  me:	  
“You	   know	  what?	   I	   would	   love	   to	   see	   Paladino	  win.	   He	  would	   throw	   everything	   into	  
chaos.	  I	  mean	  you	  gotta	  have	  anarchy	  after	  all	  this	  insanity.	  Paladino	  can	  never	  govern	  
in	  his	  own	  way.	  To	  me,	  we	  need	  a	  degree	  of	   insanity.	  Tu	  sais,	  rien	  ne	  change,	  tous	   les	  
memes	   voleurs,	   menteurs.	   [Nothing	   ever	   changes,	   all	   thieves,	   all	   liars].	   All	   the	   same	  
criminals,	  so	  what’s	  wrong	  with	  Paladino?	  He	  can’t	  do	  any	  worse	  than	  Cuomo.	  Andrew	  
Cuomo	   is	   a	  product	  of	   the	   system,	   the	  machine.	  Obama	   is	   the	  product	  of	  his	  own…	   I	  
would	  love	  to	  see	  Paladino	  win.	  It	  would	  be	  outrageous.”	  
“Yeah,	  ok,	  it	  could	  be	  a	  blow	  to	  the	  establishment”,	  I	  say.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61	   See	   among	   other;	   http://nypost.com/2010/04/13/gov-­‐hopeful-­‐ripped-­‐over-­‐racist-­‐sex-­‐e-­‐mails/	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http://www.nydailynews.com/news/politics/conservative-­‐party-­‐open-­‐paladino-­‐running-­‐govenor-­‐article-­‐1.1449465	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“What	   establishment?	   The	   establishment	   is	   all	   fucked	  up.	   It	   is	   all	  worthless.	  What	   do	  
they	  do	  for	  you	  and	  me?	  Nothing!”	  
Kevin	   Spencer	   and	   Larry	   strike	   a	   similar	   anti-­‐establishment	   note	  when	   they	   comment	  
one	  Saturday	  morning	  of	  summer	  2010,	  on	  the	  arrest	  of	  Dudus,	  a	  major	  Jamaican	  drug	  
lord,	  and	  his	  extradition	  to	  the	  US62.	  “Sir	  Kevin”,	  as	  he	  is	  called	  by	  Larry,	  is	  from	  Jamaica.	  
He	  is	  a	  retired	  engineer	  and	  he	  owns	  three	  buildings	  in	  central	  Brooklyn,	  plus	  his	  house	  
in	  Queens.	  Him	  and	  Larry	  are	  close.	  During	  Larry’s	  divorce,	  Sir	  Kevin	  welcomed	  him	   in	  
one	  of	  his	  buildings’	  basement	  for	  two	  years.	  
	  “I	  still	  don’t	  understand	  what’s	  going	  on.”	  says	  Sir	  Kevin,	  sitting	  as	  his	  desk,	  reading	  the	  
Post’s	  article	  about	  the	  extradition	  of	  Dudes	  to	  the	  US.	  	  	  
	  “Listen,	  they’re	  gonna	  try	  to	  kill	  him,	  he	  knows	  too	  much.	  They’ll	  try	  to	  kill	  him.”	  Says	  
Larry.	  
“They	  don’t	  want	  him	  to	  talk.	  I’m	  surprised	  they	  didn’t	  kill	  him	  yet”,	  says	  Sir	  Kevin.	  
“He	  is	  in	  control	  of	  hundreds	  of	  millions	  of	  dollars”,	  says	  Larry,	  “Now	  the	  US...	  Who	  the	  
hell	  are	  we?	   I	  mean	  the	  US	   is	  so	  hypocritical.	  Now	  we	  tell	  people	  how	  to	  behave,	  and	  
we’re	  doing	  the	  same	  shit.	  So	  it’s	  double	  standard.	  So	  whose	  axe	  do	  we	  have	  to	  grind?	  
It’s	   like	  sheeps,	  whose	  gorge	  you’re	  gonna	  cut?	   In	  Jamaica	  everybody	   is	  corrupt.	  Why,	  
they’re	  any	  different	   from	  the	  US	  Congress?	  They	  went	  after	   two	  white	  congressmen,	  
one	  Democrat,	  one	  Republican,	  you	  know	  why	  they	  did	  that?	  To	  balance	  Charlie	  Rangel	  
and	  Maxine	  Moore.	  Are	  they	  kidding	  me?	  It’s	  po-­‐li-­‐tics.	  That’s	  why	  China	  is	  controlled	  at	  
the	  top.	  If	  you	  think	  [about]	  the	  people	  at	  the	  bottom,	  and	  depends	  on	  how	  the	  masses	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62	  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Coke#Capture	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swing,	  it’s	  like	  the	  water,	  the	  water	  goes	  this	  way	  the	  boat	  goes	  over	  there.	  Our	  system	  
is	   no	   different	   [than	   China	   and	   Jamaica].	   Dudus	   has	   got	   a	   lot	   of	   information,	   private	  
information,	  who	  took	  what,	  when	  and	  where,	  and	  how	  much.”	  	  
“Dudus,	  he	  has	  to	  do	  with	  the	  Bush	  election”,	  says	  Sir	  Kevin	  with	  confidence.	  
“Excuse-­‐me”,	   says	   Larry,	   “everything	   has	   to	   do	   with	   [Bush].	   Everybody	   got	   paid	   off.	  
When	  you	  go	   for	  election,	  you	  go	   to	  mountains.	  Where	  do	  you	  get	   the	  cash	   for	  all	  of	  
that?	  Drugs	  and	  weapons.”	  	  
“The	  American	  they	  operate	  as	  if	  they	  don’t	  know.	  They	  look	  away”	  	  
“The	  American	  system,	  we	  are	  hypocritical,	  we	  are	  self-­‐righteous.”	  
*	  
Larry	  and	  the	  housing	  professionals	  he	  works	  with	  see	  the	  legal	  bureaucracy	  as	  a	  set	  of	  
personal	   positions	   and	   rules	   that	   are	   systematically	   biased	   against	   the	   interests	   of	  
landlords,	   even	   if	   the	   system	   presents	   itself,	   hypocritically,	   as	   impersonal.	   These	  
perceptions	  are	  reinforced	  by	  more	  generalized	  anti-­‐system	  and	  anti-­‐elite	  feelings.	  	  
These	   views,	   however,	   have	   their	   limits.	   Landlords	   keep	   using	   the	   Housing	   Court	   to	  
settle	  their	  disputes.	  If	  the	  system	  is	  seen	  as	  biased,	  it	  is	  not	  biased	  enough	  for	  a	  rental	  
housing	  market	  not	  to	  exist	  or	  not	  to	  thrive	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  areas	  of	  New	  York	  
City.	  	  
This	   situation	   creates,	   however,	   resentment	   toward	   a	   legal	   system	   that	   is	   at	   once	  
necessary,	  unchallengeable	  and	  unjust.	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PRIVATE	  STRATEGIES	  OF	  DEFERENCE,	  DEGRADATION	  AND	  INGRATIATION	  
FRONT-­‐STAGE	  DEFERENCE,	  BACK-­‐STAGE	  DEGRADATION	  
The	  experience	  and	  representation	  of	   the	   legal	  system	  command	  particular	  strategies.	  
Larry	   undertakes	   façade-­‐like	   marks	   of	   respect	   in	   court,	   while	   developing	   backstage	  
performance	  of	  disrespect	  (Goffman	  1959;	  Scott	  1985,	  1990).	  	  
Larry	   and	   the	   lawyers	   he	   works	   with	   are,	   most	   of	   the	   time,	   excessively	   polite	   with	  
judges.	  Larry	  always	  prides	  himself	  in	  being	  able	  to	  keep	  “his	  mouth	  shut”	  during	  court	  
appearances.	  I	  have	  rarely	  seen	  Larry	  loosing	  his	  demeanor	  in	  front	  of	  a	  judge.	  He	  made	  
once	  official	  excuses	  for	  his	  behavior	  in	  court	  when	  a	  judge	  remarked	  that	  his	  words	  and	  
tone	  against	  a	  tenant	  were	  too	  strong.	  Another	  time,	  Colin,	  a	   lawyer	  with	  whom	  Larry	  
works	  occasionally,	  apologized,	  baseball	  cap	  in	  hands,	  because	  he	  poked	  a	  tenant	  called	  
Ben	  (see	  next	  chapter).	  	  
However,	  in	  private,	  Larry	  multiplies	  the	  gestures	  of	  disrespect.	  	  
The	   balancing	   act	   between	   front-­‐stage	   deference	   and	   back-­‐stage	   degradation	   is	  
illustrated	   by	   a	   phone	   conversation	   made	   by	   Larry	   to	  Marie,	   after	   an	   appearance	   in	  
night	  court63.	  	  
In	  the	  case,	  a	  landlord	  –	  Nicole	  –	  for	  whom	  Larry	  used	  to	  be	  a	  building	  manager	  accuses	  
him	  of	   engaging	   expenses	  without	   her	   knowledge	   and	   consent.	   Larry	   has	   fronted	   the	  
money	  and	  the	  landlord	  refuses	  to	  pay	  Larry	  back.	  Larry,	  expectedly,	  claims	  she	  is	  lying.	  
It	  is	  a	  classic	  form	  of	  dispute	  between	  Larry	  and	  his	  landlords.	  The	  landlord	  has	  a	  lawyer,	  
named	   Dan,	   whom	   Larry	   knows	   well	   and	   appreciates.	   Larry	   decided	   not	   to	   be	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63	  Due	  to	  overflow	  cases,	  the	  small	  claim	  court	  in	  Brooklyn	  operates	  also	  at	  night.	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represented,	  even	  if	  he	  has	  prepared	  his	  defense	  with	  Marie.	  Larry	  feels	  he	  won	  a	  battle	  
the	  previous	  night	  in	  small-­‐claim	  court.	  The	  judge	  has	  made	  no	  decision	  yet,	  but	  Larry	  is	  
convinced	  he	  has	  the	  advantage	  over	  the	  landlord.	  Larry	  calls	  Marie	  to	  tell	  her	  the	  good	  
news.	  	  
“I	  was	  in	  night	  court	  yesterday”	  he	  says	  to	  Marie,	  “and	  guess	  who	  was	  the	  judge?	  I	  was	  
in	  front	  of	  judge	  ___.	  She	  says	  to	  me.	  ‘You	  give	  me	  the	  twitch	  at	  the	  back	  if	  my	  neck’.”	  	  
Larry	  laughs.	  	  
“I	  swear	  to	  god.	  Where	  else	  do	  you	  have	  a	  twitch	  that	  I	  can	  help	  you	  with?”	  
Getting	  more	  serious,	  he	  says:	  
“[The	   landlord]	   sued	  me	  personally,	  but	   the	  deed	   [of	   the	  building]	   is	  on	   the	   [name	  of	  
the]	  corporation.”	  
Larry	  means	  that	  the	  landlord	  used	  her	  name	  to	  file	  the	  complaint,	  and	  not	  the	  name	  of	  
the	   corporation	   that	   owns	   the	   building	   and	  with	   whom	   Larry	   was	   in	   contract.	   It	   is	   a	  
mistake	   that,	  according	   to	   Larry,	  puts	  him	   in	  a	   favorable	  position.	  But	  he	  needs	   to	  be	  
careful	  not	  to	  show	  too	  much	  of	  his	  confidence,	  because	  the	  judge	  can	  take	  it	  as	  a	  mark	  
of	  disrespect.	  	  
“I	  know	  I	  had	  to	  shut	  up	  [and	  let	  the	  judge	  speaks].	  I	  didn’t	  say	  much.	  Most	  likely	  [the	  
judge]	  will	  dismiss	  it.”	  	  
Larry	   thinks	   he	   needs	   to	   let	   the	   judge	   point	   out	   the	   mistake	   without	   pressing	   his	  
advantage.	  However,	  during	  his	  appearance,	  Larry	  tries	  to	  further	  his	  advantage.	  Judge	  
____	  knows	  well	  Marie.	  Larry	  wants	  to	  use	  this	  personal	  connection	  to	  strengthen	  the	  
image	  of	  good	  faith	  that	  he	  thinks	  he	  needs	  to	  project.	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“I	  mentioned	  your	  name,	  Marie,	  ‘I	  had	  another	  attorney’	  [I	  said	  to	  the	  judge].	  And	  then	  
Judge	  ___	   said	   [to	  me].	   ‘Do	  you	  want	   to	   continue	  or	  do	  you	  want	   to	   shoot	   [?]	  me?’	   I	  
took	  her	  cue,	  I	  shut	  my	  mouth.”	  
Later,	  as	  expected	  by	  Larry,	   the	   judge	  points	  out	   the	   inconstancy	   in	   the	  documents	  of	  
the	  landlord.	  
“She	   is	   a	   psychopath	   for	   a	   judge”,	   says	   Larry.	   “She	   rimmed	   into	   Dan	   [the	   landlord’s	  
lawyer].	  ‘Counsel	  you	  should	  know	  better’.	  Because	  none	  of	  the	  papers	  were	  consistent.	  
That	  application	  [the	  landlord]	  tried	  to	  use	  against	  me,	  [the	  judge]	  dismissed	  it	  because.	  
It	  was	  not	  the	  same	  name.”	  
For	   Larry,	   the	  deference	  he	  has	  displayed	   to	   the	   judge	  played	   a	   significant	   role	   in	   his	  
victory	  the	  previous	  night.	  By	  contrast,	  Larry	  assesses	  that	  the	  landlord	  did	  not	  show	  the	  
same	  skills	  as	  his.	  
“[The	   landlord]	  didn’t	  even	  know	  how	  to	   lie.	  And	  then	  [the	   landlord]	  wanted	  to	  speak	  
and	  she	  made	  faces.”	  Larry	  laughs	  of	  contentment.	  “[The	  judge]	  said	  ‘Counsel,	  tell	  your	  
client	  to	  stop	  making	  faces,	  I’m	  getting	  a	  headache’.”	  
However,	  Larry’s	  subservient	  attitude	  in	  front	  of	  the	  judge	  is	  counterbalanced	  by	  back-­‐
stage	  talks	  that	  express	  lack	  of	  respect	  toward	  her.	  	  
“But	   judge	  ____	  kept	   looking	  at	  me	   last	  night.	   I’ll	  do	  her	   just	   to	  get	  a	  good	   judgment.	  
Marie	  she	  needs	  to	  get	  laid	  badly.	  I’d	  do	  the	  job.	  She	  goes	  to	  me	  ‘I	  got	  an	  itch	  in	  the	  back	  
of	  my	  head’.	  Let	  me	  see	  where	  else	  you	  got	  an	  itch,	  bitch.”	  
Marie	   adds	   her	   own	   piece	   to	   the	   process	   of	   degradation.	   She	   reminds	   Larry	   of	   the	  
reputation	  of	  Judge	  ____.	  In	  the	  past	  few	  years,	  rumors	  about	  corruption	  and	  possible	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criminal	  activities	  of	  her	  family,	  have	  impeded	  her	  career	  as	  well	  as	  well	  as	  have	  caused	  
troubles	  in	  her	  personal	  life.	  	  “She	  is	  a	  mess”,	  Marie	  says	  about	  the	  judge.	  
“Oh	  [Judge	  ____]	   is	  a	  mess?”	  says	  Larry	  with	  a	  surprised	   laugh.	  He	  says,	  “I’d	  do	  Judge	  
____.	  She	  is	  chunky.	  She	  is	  beefy.	  I	  would	  do	  her	  for	  the	  glory	  of	  doing	  a	  judge.”	  
Back-­‐stage	   degradation	   is	   innocuous	   and	   riskless.	   It	   is	   also	   of	   limited	   efficacy.	   That	   is	  
why	  Larry	  and	  the	  housing	  professionals	  he	  works	  with	  are	  always	  tempted	  to	  introduce	  
backstage	   gestures	   of	   insolence	   on	   the	   front-­‐stage	   –	   but	   often	   back	   off	   at	   the	   last	  
minute.	  	  
In	   a	   case	   against	   a	   tenant	   called	   Tulio,	   Larry	   says	   to	   Erin	   that	   he	   plans	   to	   introduce	  
himself	  to	  the	  judge	  as	  the	  superintendent	  of	  the	  building.	  It	   is	  a	  lie.	  Not	  only	  it	  would	  
make	   the	   accusation	   against	   Tulio	   more	   robust,	   Larry	   believes,	   but	   it	   would	   be	   an	  
excellent	  trick	  to	  play	  to	  the	  judge.	  It	  would	  expose	  how	  easily	  played	  judges	  are.	  Larry	  
rejoices	  about	  how	  crafty	  and	  daring	  he	  is.	  Both	  him	  and	  Erin	  laugh	  at	  the	  plan,	  but	  Erin	  
tries	  to	  prevent	  Larry	  from	  doing	  it.	  Making	  a	  false	  statement	  is	  serious,	  even	  if	  parties	  
in	  civil	   court	  constantly	  come	  back	  on	  previous	  declarations	   they	  have	  made,	  claiming	  
they	  misunderstood	  the	  judge’s	  question	  or	  they	  have	  been	  misunderstood.	  In	  the	  end,	  
Larry	  does	  not	  lie	  to	  the	  judge,	  however	  strong	  is	  the	  temptation	  to	  mock	  the	  judge	  by	  
openly	  lying	  to	  her.	  	  
Similarly,	  Larry	  and	  Clarence,	   the	  owner	  of	   two	  adjacent	  buildings	   in	  central	  Brooklyn,	  
share	  a	  friendly	  competition.	  They	  vie	  for	  who	  is	  able	  to	  go	  the	  farthest	  in	  the	  innuendos	  
of	   insolence	   in	  front	  of	  a	   judge,	  without	  getting	  caught	  or	  reprimanded.	  Clarence	  with	  
his	  nonchalant	  demeanor,	  his	  ironic	  stance	  towards	  any	  official	  paperwork	  –	  an	  attitude	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that	  makes	  Larry	  both	  angry	  and	  useful	  –	  his	  constantly	  marihuana-­‐induced	  good	  mood,	  
and	   his	   older	   age	   is	   ahead	   of	   Larry	   in	   this	   game	   of	   underhanded	   insolence.	   It	   gets	  
Clarence	  Larry’s	  undying	  admiration	  and	  makes	  him	  the	  paragon	  of	  the	  impish	  landlord.	  
Larry,	  Clarence,	  Russ,	  Erin,	  and	  Marie’s	  behavior	  towards	  the	  justice	  system	  is	  a	  form	  of	  
“weapons	  of	  the	  weak”	  (Scott	  1985,	  1990).	  Drawing	  explicitly	  on	  Goffman’s	  back-­‐stage	  
front-­‐stage	   distinction	   (1959),	   Scott	   points	   with	   this	   idea	   to	   subordinates’	   expressive	  
gestures	   and	   stories	   whose	   content	   is	   the	   rejection	   of	   subordination,	   and	   whose	  
convoluted	  form	  indicates	  inescapable	  submission.	  	  
Weapons	   of	   the	   weak	   are	   made	   of	   double-­‐entendre,	   half-­‐hidden	   mockery	   of	   the	  
powerful,	  and	  degradations	  that	  take	  place	  in	  the	  safety	  of	  privacy	  and	  have	  no	  efficacy	  
in	   reversing	   the	   established	   order.	   Weapons	   of	   the	   weak	   are	   expressive	   and	   mostly	  
harmless	  –	  but	  they	  reveal	  how	  power	  is	  resented	  and	  how	  this	  experience	  is	  managed.	  	  
STRATEGIC	  INGRATIATION	  
The	   strategy	   of	   front-­‐stage	   deference	   and	   backstage	   mockery	   releases	   some	   of	   the	  
tension	  created	  by	  resentment.	  Yet,	  this	  coping	  mechanism	  does	  not	  give	  a	  sense,	  even	  
meager,	  of	  control	  over	  the	  legal	  process	  to	  housing	  actors.	  	  
Strategic	  ingratiation	  creates	  such	  experience	  of	  control.	  	  
By	  strategic	  ingratiation	  I	  mean	  the	  management	  of	  the	  presentation	  of	  a	  case	  in	  court	  
so	  that	  it	  fits	  the	  anticipated	  extra-­‐legal	  norms	  and	  values	  of	  the	  judge.	  Seeing	  judges	  as	  
people	  with	   inclinations	  and	  personalities	  who	  use	  their	  power	  according	  to	  their	  own	  
agenda	   and	  whims,	   housing	   professionals	   like	   Larry	   and	   his	   network	   try	   to	   anticipate	  
and	  manipulate	  a	  judge’s	  personal	  reactions	  to	  their	  case.	  In	  this	  view,	  there	  is	  a	  layer	  of	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expressivity	  wrapped	  around	  a	  case	  that	  would	  be	  relevant	  to	  the	  judge,	  even	  if	  it	  does	  
not	  enter	  in	  any	  official	  legal	  category.	  Manipulation	  this	  layer	  of	  expressivity	  comes	  to	  
be	  seen	  as	  crucial	  to	  the	  parties.	  Strategic	  ingratiation	  is	  the	  purposeful	  display	  of	  extra-­‐
legal	   signifiers	   by	   the	   parties	  with	   the	   intent	   –	   hope	   –	   to	   trigger	   a	   favorable	   reaction	  
from	  the	  judge.	  
Larry	   is	  white	  and	  Jewish.	  Because	  Larry	  sees	  most	   judges	  as	  “bleeding-­‐heart	   liberals”,	  
he	   believes	   he	   is	   at	   disadvantage	   when	   the	   tenant	   he	   is	   in	   court	   with	   is	   a	   minority.	  
However,	  the	  vast	  majority	  of	  the	   landlords	  he	  works	  for	  are	  either	  black,	  Hispanic,	  or	  
white	   immigrants	   from	   Russia,	   Albania	   or	   Poland.	   He	   has	   a	   few	   Italian-­‐American	   and	  
Jewish	   Orthodox	   clients	   but	   they	   are	   in	   the	   minority	   of	   his	   clientele.	   A	   meaningful	  
strategy	   for	  Larry	   is	   then	  to	  bring	  the	   landlord	  to	  the	  court.	  Doing	  so,	  Larry	  hopes	  the	  
judge	  would	  not	  miscast	  the	  case	  as	  a	  white	  Jewish	  man	  evicting	  a	  poor	  minority	  tenant.	  
In	  addition,	  because	  most	  of	  Larry’s	   landlords	  are	  older	   immigrants,	   there	   is	  an	  added	  
effect	  of	  presenting	  to	  the	  court	  a	  frail	  individual	  who	  sometimes	  barely	  speaks	  English.	  
Larry	  tries	  to	  bring	  to	  his	  side	  the	  presumption	  of	  weakness	  –	  the	  presumption	  of	  being	  
taken	  advantage	  of.	  
I	  have	  seen	  Larry	  asking	  several	   landlords	   to	  come	  to	  court	  when	  he	   felt	   the	  situation	  
was	  dire	  or	  critical.	  He	  did	   it	  with	  Miss	  Jean	   in	  the	  case	  against	  Steve,	  with	  Luis	   in	  the	  
cases	   against	   Tulio	   and	   against	   the	   Lazaro	   siblings,	   with	   Nelson’s	  mother	   in	   the	   case	  
against	  Ben.	  This	  strategy	  is	  however	  so	  transparent	  that	  one	  tenant,	  Ben,	  makes	  fun	  of	  
Larry	  for	  it.	  Ben,	  whose	  case	  will	  be	  fully	  studied	  in	  the	  next	  chapter,	  readily	  recognizes	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he	   is	  afraid	  of	  Larry.	  Yet,	  he	  finds	  Larry’s	  decision	  to	  bring	  to	  court	  the	  older	   landlord,	  
who	  is	  in	  her	  90s,	  so	  naive	  that	  he	  cannot	  help	  but	  smiling	  about	  it.	  	  
The	   day	   in	   court	   Larry	   explains	  me	   that	   he	   is	   about	   to	   call	   Luis	   because	   he	   feels	   the	  
judge	   is	   biased	   against	   him,	   I	   ask	   skeptically	   if	   he	   thinks	   it	   will	   really	   change	   the	  
situation.	  	  
Of	  course,	  he	  says.	  
Larry	  takes	  the	  strategy	  of	  ingratiation	  very	  seriously.	  According	  to	  him,	  tenants	  do	  the	  
same	  –	  they	  play	  the	  race	  card	  against	  him,	  and	  in	  direction	  of	  the	  judge.	  He	  needs	  then	  
to	  bring	  his	  “black	  landlords”.	  
In	  a	  discussion	  one	  Saturday	  morning	  at	  Kenneth’s	  home	  in	  East-­‐Flatbush,	  Larry	  explains	  
the	  strategy	  to	  Kenneth,	  who	  is	  black,	  and	  I,	  while	  we	  are	  watching	  early	  morning	  news.	  
The	   occasion	   of	   the	   conversation	   is	   the	   Charles	   Rangel’s	   scandal.	   Charles	   Rangel	   is	   a	  
congressman	  from	  a	  district	  of	  New	  York	  City	  that	  includes	  Harlem.	  He	  declares	  that	  the	  
investigation	  of	  the	  House’s	  Ethics	  Committee	  on	  the	  four	  rent-­‐stabilized	  apartments	  he	  
rents	   is	   targeting	   him	   because	   he	   is	   black.	   Other	   local	   political	   figure	   from	   Harlem	  
maliciously	  underline	  in	  the	  news	  that	  there	  are	  not	  many	  black	  families	  who	  can	  rent	  
four	  massive	  apartments	  for	  less	  than	  $4,000	  total,	  in	  a	  gentrifying	  Harlem.	  	  
Larry	  comments:	  
“Oh	   you’re	   picking	   on	  me	   because	   I’m	   black.”	   He	   says	   imitating	   the	   voice	   of	   Charles	  
Rangel.	  	  
“You’re	  the	  one	  who	  threw	  the	  race	  card	  at	  Adam	  Clayton	  Powell	  Jr.”,	  he	  adds.	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In	   1977	   Charles	   Rangel	   won	   the	   Democratic	   Primary	   for	   a	   Congress	   seat	   against	   an	  
increasingly	  absent	  Adam	  Clayton	  Powell	  Jr.	  	  	  
“Look	  the	  fuck	  who	  is	  calling	  him	  discolored	  black	  today”,	  says	  Larry.	  
“Oh	   he	   did	   the	   same	   thing.”	   Says	   Kenneth	   with	   a	   grin.	   “What	   goes	   around	   comes	  
around”,	  he	  adds.	  
“Hypocrisy	   is	   the	  name	  of	   the	  game.	  Don’t	   throw	  fucking	  stone	  at	  a	  glass	  house”	  says	  
Larry.	  
“That’s	  true,	  that’s	  true”,	  replies	  Kenneth.	  
“Oh	  you’re	  picking	  on	  me	  because	  I’m	  black”,	  repeats	  Larry.	  “Get	  the	  fuck	  outa	  here.	  Get	  
some	  shoe	  polish	  and	  put	  it	  on	  your	  face,	  you	  dick.”	  Larry	  laughs.	  	  
He	  says,	  “Oh	  I	  love	  this	  shit	  when	  people	  come	  to	  me	  with	  that”	  
“Oh	  people	  come	  to	  you	  with	  that?”	  asks	  Kenneth.	  
“All	  the	  time	  in	  fucking	  court!”	  replies	  Larry,	  as	  if	  the	  accusation	  was	  the	  most	  common	  
thing	  in	  his	  economic	  life,	  which	  is	  not	  true.	  	  
“At	  you	  Larry?”	  asks	  again	  Kenneth,	  a	  bit	  more	  surprised.	  
Taking	  a	  high	  pitch	  voice,	  as	  if	  imitating	  an	  effeminate	  tenant,	  Larry	  says,	  
“You’re	  picking	  on	  me	  because	  I’m	  black.”	  	  
Taking	  a	  much	  lower	  and	  raucous	  voice,	  he	  adds,	  
“That’s	  right	  motherfucker!”	  
Kenneth	  Laughs.	  
“You	   don’t	   have	   a	   racist	   bone	   in	   your	   body”,	   replies	   Kenneth.	   “You	   hate	   everybody	  
equally”.	  	  
	   390	  
Kenneth	   is	   laughing	   harder.	   Larry	   uses	   constantly	  H.L.	  Mencken’s	   famous	  words.	   “I’m	  
not	  prejudiced,	  I	  hate	  everybody	  equally”.	  
“And	  you	  know	  who	  show	  up?”	  Larry	  says	  suddenly	  more	  serious.	  “Miss	  B,	  Rev.	  Jones,	  
all	   the	   black	   folks	   who	   own	   properties,	   so	   FUCK	   YOU	   BITCH!	   Why	   don’t	   take	   some	  
fucking	  bleach	  and	  wash	  him	  up.”	  
Kenneth	  laughs.	  He	  says,	  
“You’re	  crazy.	  These	  people	  must	  love	  you	  in	  court.”	  
“I	  know	  to	  play	  this	  game”,	  replies	  Larry.	  
Behind	  his	  outrageous	  words,	  Larry	  described	  how	  he	  tries	  to	   ingratiate	  himself	  to	  the	  
judge.	   For	   Larry,	   tenants	   constantly	   use	   the	   “race	   card”	   against	   him.	  He	   also	   believes	  
that	  tenants	  display	  in	  court	  other	  signs	  of	  victimhood.	  It	  is	  how	  he	  interprets	  the	  heavy	  
presence	  of	  babies	  in	  strollers	  and	  of	  disabled	  or	  sick	  individuals	  in	  court.	  It	  is	  parade	  of	  
human	  suffering	  and	  weakness	  that	  is	  meant	  to	  put	  the	  judge	  on	  the	  tenant’s	  side	  –	  it	  is	  
the	  theme	  of	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court	  as	  a	  “zoo”.	  	  
To	  this	  show,	  Larry	  only	  meaningful	  response	  is	  to	  use	  the	  “race	  card”	  as	  well.	  He	  brings	  
the	  “black	  folks	  who	  own	  properties”	  to	  court	  in	  order	  to	  generate	  dysfunctions	  in	  the	  
tenants’	  parade.	  For	  Larry,	  a	  frail	  Luis	  in	  his	  80s,	  who	  barely	  speaks	  English,	  is	  a	  foil	  for	  
the	   Lazaro	   siblings.	  By	  his	   sole	  presence,	   Larry	  believes,	   Luis	  would	  make	   clear	   to	   the	  
judge	   that	   the	   Lazaro	   siblings	   are	   crafty,	   behind	   the	   image	   of	   decent	   poverty	   they	  
project.	  
Ingratiation	   is	  a	   form	  of	   “weapons	  of	   the	  weak”	   (Scott	  1990:89-­‐90).	   It	   is	   the	  action	  of	  
strategically	  displaying	  the	  signs	  of	  conformity	  to	  despised	  evaluative	  criteria,	  in	  order	  to	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obtain	  material	  benefits	  from	  the	  people	  in	  power.	  It	  is	  not	  a	  spontaneous	  conformity,	  
but	   a	   reluctant	   one	   –	   and	   reluctance	   needs	   to	   remain	   invisible	   to	   the	   individuals	   in	  
power.	  Larry’s	   reluctance	  to	   ingratiate	  himself	   to	  the	   judge	   is	  visible	   in	  his	  outrageous	  
words	  when	  we	  are	  watching	  Charles	  Rangel	  on	  TV	  at	  Kenneth’s	  home.	  Larry	  condemns	  
his	   opponents’	   use	   of	   race	   and	   victimhood.	   But	   he	   feels	   he	   is	   forced	   to	   use	   a	   similar	  
tactic.	   He	   needs	   to	   show	   the	   landlords	   he	  works	   for	   do	   not	   fit	   the	   stereotype	   of	   the	  
exploitive	  white	  “slumlord”.	  The	  contradiction	  of	  Larry’s	  position,	  which	  is	  at	  the	  heart	  
of	   the	   idea	   of	   strategic	   ingratiation,	   is	   mirrored	   in	   the	   blown-­‐up	   and	   boasted	  
contradictions	  of	  his	  speech.	  
“Hypocrisy	  is	  the	  name	  of	  the	  game”,	  Larry	  says.	  And	  he	  adds,	  “I	  know	  how	  to	  play	  this	  
game”.	  	  
To	   precisely	   understand	   the	   conditions	   of	   small	   landlords’	   resentment	   toward	   the	  
system	   of	   law,	   one	   needs	   to	   have	   two	   other	   factors	   in	  mind.	   First,	   the	   economics	   of	  
housing	  lawyer,	  described	  in	  chapter	  1,	  explains	  why	  small	  landlords	  do	  not	  get	  a	  strong	  
sense	  of	  control	  when	  they	  hire	  a	  housing	  lawyer.	  Second,	  the	  delicate	  moral	  order	  that	  
emerges	   from	  economic	   relationships	   in	   the	   housing	  market	   gives	   the	   indignant	   tone	  
and	   emotional	   energy	   behind	   small	   landlords’	   resentment.	   Resentment	   comes	   from	  
feelings	  of	   thwarted	   justice.	   It	   explodes	  with	  particular	   violence	   in	   outbursts	   of	   anger	  
and	   insults	  when	  Larry	  and	  his	   landlords	  and	   lawyers	  perceive	  they	  deal	  with	  a	  skillful	  
“professional	   tenant”	   who	   benefits	   from	   the	   undue	   clemency	   of	   the	   judge	   and	   the	  
system.	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ENCROACHMENT	  OF	  THE	  LEGAL	  BUREAUCRACY	  
Small	   landlords’	  coping	  mechanisms	  are	  several.	  They	  avoid	  going	  to	  housing	  court	  –	  a	  
too	   frustrating	   experience	   –	   and	   they	   use	   strategic	   deference	   and	   ingratiation,	   while	  
mocking	  and	  insulting	  the	  system	  in	  private.	  They	  also	  develop	  two	  other	  strategies,	  one	  
is	  encroachment	  of	  the	  legal	  bureaucracy	  and	  the	  other	  one	  is	  incivility	  towards	  tenants.	  	  
Encroachment	  is	  marked	  by	  a	  personal	  connection	  between	  a	  housing	  professional	  and	  
a	  member	  of	  the	  legal	  bureaucracy.	  It	  is	  not	  a	  relationship	  regulated	  by	  official	  roles,	  but	  
by	  ambiguous	  informal	  rules.	  Mutual	  exchanges	  of	  services	  over	  time,	  payments	  in	  cash,	  
and	  more	  classic	  markers	  of	  friendship	  and	  mutual	  involvement	  in	  each	  other’s	  private	  
lives	  dominate,	  uneasily,	  the	  relation	  dynamics.	  	  
There	   are	   variations	   in	   how	   in	   the	   relationships	   of	   encroachment	   blend	   together	   the	  
dimensions	   of	   friendship	   and	   interested	   exchange.	   Behind	   these	   variations,	   there	   is	   a	  
common	   function.	   Larry	   nurtures	   these	   convoluted	   relationships	   because	   he	   gets	   the	  
experience	  of	  control	  and	  mastery	  over	  the	  impenetrable	  and	  arbitrary	  bureaucracy	  that	  
small	   landlords,	   and	   Larry	   himself,	   resent.	   It	   is	   an	   experience	   that	   has	   both	   intrinsic	  
value	  and	  economic	  value	  in	  the	  housing	  market	  to	  which	  Larry	  partakes.	  Encroachment	  
is	  one	  of	  the	  reasons	  that	  Larry	  has	  economic	  value	  and	  prestige	  in	  the	  housing	  market.	  
ENCROACHMENT	  AND	  IMPRESSIONS	  MANAGEMENT	  
Tulio	  is	  a	  tenant	  of	  Luis.	  A	  few	  months	  ago	  he	  flew	  back	  to	  Ecuador,	  his	  country	  of	  origin,	  
for	   temporary	   work	   (see	   Smith	   2006	   for	   a	   series	   of	   descriptions	   about	   similar	  
transnational	  lives	  between	  the	  US	  and	  Latin	  America).	  He	  did	  not	  tell	  Luis	  that	  he	  was	  
leaving	  the	  US.	  He	  did	  no	  tell	  that	  he	  gave	  the	  keys	  to	  someone	  with	  the	  arrangement	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that	   this	   individual	   would	   pay	   rent	   and	   give	   back	   the	   apartment	   when	   Tulio	   would	  
return.	  	  
After	  a	  few	  months	  the	  unofficial	  sub-­‐tenant	  stopped	  paying	  rent.	  	  
Luis	  and	  Larry	  assigned	  “Tulio”	  and	  “John	  Doe”	  to	  court	  –	  a	  classic	  strategy	  knowing	  that	  
tenants	  in	  New	  York	  City	  have	  often	  sub-­‐tenants,	  roommates	  or	  boarders	  who	  are	  not	  
officially	  on	  the	   lease.	  The	  sub-­‐tenant	   in	  the	  apartment	  decides	  to	   leave	  definitely	  the	  
apartment,	  without	  leaving	  traces.	  	  	  
The	   apartment	   is	   now	   empty.	   Luis,	   Larry	   and	   Gustavo,	   the	   superintendent	   of	   the	  
building,	  have	  no	   idea	  where	  Tulio	   is.	  And	  there	   is	  a	  pending	   lawsuit	   for	  non-­‐payment	  
against	  Tulio	  in	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court.	  
According	  to	  Larry,	  it	  is	  Gustavo’s	  idea	  to	  change	  the	  lock	  of	  Tulio’s	  apartment.	  Gustavo	  
would	  have	  done	  on	  his	  own,	  without	  telling	  Larry	  or	  Luis.	  	  
Larry	  believes	  that	  Gustavo	  is	  dim.	  Gustavo	  is	  indeed	  very	  difficult	  to	  understand.	  When	  
he	   speaks,	   he	   slurs	   and	  because	  his	   face	   is	   slightly	   deformed	  his	   elocution	   is	   unclear.	  
Besides,	  Gustavo	  smiles	  and	  laughs	  at	  odd	  moments.	  For	  Larry	  it	  is	  case	  of	  charity.	  Luis	  
has	   given	   Gustavo	   the	   job	   of	   superintendent	   of	   a	   building	   as	   gesture	   of	   solidarity.	  
However	  it	  creates	  problems	  for	  the	  management	  of	  the	  building.	  
Few	   days	   later,	   Tulio	   reappears	   unexpectedly.	   He	   came	   back	   from	   Ecuador.	   But	   he	  
cannot	  enter	  his	   apartment.	  With	  his	  brother,	   Tulio	   goes	   to	   Luis’	   electric-­‐repair	   store,	  
and,	   according	   to	   Larry,	   they	   threaten	   Luis.	   Luis	   calls	   Larry	   for	   help.	   Larry	   comes	  
immediately	   and	   the	   situation	   escalates.	   Tulio	   wants	   immediate	   access	   to	   the	  
apartment,	  but	  neither	  Larry	  nor	  Luis	  has	  the	  keys.	  Gustavo	  has	  them	  and	  he	   is	  at	  the	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hospital.	  Larry	  calls	  the	  police	  who	  calm	  down	  the	  situation	  but	  does	  not	  solve	  it.	  (Police	  
has	  the	  right	  to	  intervene	  forcefully	  to	  give	  the	  tenant	  access	  in	  case	  of	  illegal	  lockout).	  
Finally,	  Gustavo	  reappears	  and	  gives	  Tulio	  access	  to	  his	  apartment.	  	  
The	  next	  day	  Tulio	  files	  a	  motion	  (an	  “order	  to	  show	  cause”)	   in	  Housing	  Court.	  He	  has	  
now	  a	  powerful	  legal	  argument	  against	  Luis	  and	  Larry.	  He	  has	  been	  illegally	  evicted.	  The	  
housing	  judge	  throws	  out	  the	  case	  for	  non-­‐payment.	  In	  addition,	  Tulio	  asks	  for	  $10,000	  
in	  damages	  in	  civil	  court.	  He	  claims	  Gustavo	  or	  Luis	  has	  trashed	  his	  place.	  
A	  month	  later,	  Larry	  and	  Tulio	  appeared	  in	  civil	  court	  for	  the	  damages.	  Larry	  asks	  for	  an	  
adjournment	  of	  the	  case,	  which	  is	  denied.	  Larry	  becomes	  agitated.	  When	  addressing	  the	  
judge,	  Tulio	  denies	  knowing	  Larry,	  for	  reasons	  that	  are	  unclear.	  Larry	  calls	  him	  a	  liar	  and	  
says	  that	  he	  appeared	  in	  Housing	  Court	  with	  Tulio!	  Larry	  explains	  to	  the	  judge	  that	  Tulio	  
already	  did	  not	  pay	   rent	   for	   a	   few	  months,	   he	   got	   away	  with	   it,	   and	  now	  he	  asks	   for	  
$10,000	   in	   damages!	   Tulio	   replies	   to	   the	   judge	   that	   he	   does	   not	   understand	  why	   he	  
should	   pay	   Luis	   rent.	   Luis	   already	   owns	   the	   building!	   He	   already	   has	   money!	   Larry’s	  
agitation	  is	  mounting	  and	  the	  judge	  repeatedly	  asks	  him	  to	  calm	  down.	  
In	   this	   calamitous	   situation,	   Larry	   receives	   some	   support.	   Larry	   knows	  well	   the	  armed	  
officer	   in	   charge	   of	   security	   of	   the	   courtroom.	   The	   officer,	   seeing	   Larry	   is	   unusually	  
agitated,	   tells	   him	   several	   times,	   amicably,	   to	   calm	  down,	   to	   stay	   sit	   and	  quiet	   in	   the	  
courtroom.	  He	  is	  trying	  to	  be	  reassuring	  with	  Larry.	  But	  Larry	  keeps	  storming	  in	  and	  out	  
the	   courtroom.	   Each	   time,	   the	   officer	   follows	   us	   and	   advises	   Larry	   in	   private	   to	   be	  
patient.	  Larry	  says	   that	  all	  he	  wants	   is	  an	  adjournment	  of	   the	  case.	  He	  needs	   to	  bring	  
proof	  that	  there	  was	  no	  damages	  and	  that	  Tulio	  is	  lying	  when	  he	  says	  he	  does	  not	  know	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Larry.	  Even	  in	  the	  courtroom,	  Larry	   is	  having	  repeated	  small	   improvised	  meetings	  with	  
the	  court	  clerk.	  	  
In	   the	   end,	   the	   judge	   decides	   for	   an	   inquest,	   which	   gives	   Larry	   some	   time.	   The	   next	  
appearance	  in	  court	  is	  in	  a	  month.	  Larry	  is	  satisfied.	  
Afterwards,	   I	   ask	   Larry	   why	   the	   officer	   was	   talking	   to	   us	   so	   often	   and	   why	   was	   he	  
following	  us	   even	  outside	   the	   courtroom.	   Larry	   said	  with	   a	   proud	   smile	   that	   it	  makes	  
tenants	  nervous	   to	   see	   that	  he	   knows	   so	   intimately	   the	  people	   at	   the	  Housing	  Court.	  
Larry	   did	   not	   imply	   that	   he	   believed	   the	   officer	   was	   able	   to	   influence	   the	   judge’s	  
decision;	  but	  he	  believes	   that,	   from	  the	  outside,	   the	   situation	  could	  be	   interpreted	  as	  
such,	   that	   Tulio	   could	   make	   this	   inference	   –	   and	   Larry	   wants	   him	   to	   have	   such	  
suspicions.	  
It	  explains	  why	  Larry	  constantly	  cultivates	  ties	  with	  court	  clerk,	  officers,	  court	  attorneys,	  
and	  administrative	  staff	  of	  the	  Housing	  Court.	  With	  one	  court	  attorney	  he	  participates	  
to	  fundraising	  events	  (dinners,	  sporting	  events,	  picnic…).	  With	  another	  employee	  of	  the	  
Court,	  an	  official	   translator,	  he	  participates	  regularly	   to	  a	  radio	  show	  targeting	  a	  small	  
immigrant	  community.	  When	  Larry	  and	  him	  meet	   in	  court,	   they	  exchange	   jokes,	   laugh	  
loudly,	  and	  Larry	  would	  make	  sure	  they	  would	  have	  a	  quick	  pleasant	  conversation.	  	  
In	   Housing	   Court,	   Larry	   relentlessly	   tries	   to	   strike	   lively	   conversations,	   even	   with	   the	  
coldest	   members	   of	   the	   bureaucracy.	   He	   would	   do	   that	   so	   often,	   and	   with	   so	  many	  
people,	   that	   he	   would	   forget	   quickly	   the	   individuals	   who	   would	   be	   subsequently	  
affected	  to	  a	  different	  administration.	  We	  would	  sometimes	  meet	  people	  whom	  Larry	  
do	  not	  recognize	  and	  who	  would	  tell	  us	  they	  used	  to	  work	  at	  the	  Brooklyn	  or	  Manhattan	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Housing	   Court	   –	   and	   they	   remember	   well	   Larry	   or	   his	   friendly,	   amusing	   and	   frank	  
attitude.	  
ENCROACHMENT	  AND	  COORDINATION	  
Encroachment	  goes	  beyond	  giving	  out	  the	  impression	  to	  recalcitrant	  tenants	  that	  Larry	  
has	  more	  entrenchment	  in	  the	  impenetrable	  bureaucracy	  than	  they	  have.	  It	  also	  serves	  
a	  purpose	  of	  coordination	  between	  the	  interests	  of	  the	  landlord	  side	  and	  the	  resources	  
of	  the	  administration.	  
“One-­‐shot	   deals”	   are	   part	   of	   the	   local	   culture	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	  
minority	  neighborhoods	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  They	  are	  grants	  or	  an	  interest-­‐free	  emergency	  
loans.	  Typically,	  one-­‐shot	  deals	  may	  cover	  several	  months	  of	  unpaid	  rent,	  usually	  up	  to	  
$7,000,	  but	  it	  can	  be	  higher64.	  
The	   Human	   Resources	   Administration	   (HRA	   also	   known	   as	   Department	   of	   Social	  
Services,	  or	  DSS)	   is	   in	   charge	  of	   administering	   such	  deals.	   It	   describes	   the	  program	  as	  
such:	  
“New	  York	  City	  residents	  may	  apply	  for	  a	  one-­‐time	  emergency	  grant,	  also	  called	  
a	   	  "One	   Shot",	  when	   an	   unforeseen	   circumstance	   prevents	   the	   applicant	   from	  
meeting	  an	  expense.	  An	  applicant	  must	  meet	  eligibility	  guidelines	  and	  is	  subject	  
to	  investigative	  review	  of	  the	  application.	  […]	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The	   staff	   in	   each	   of	   the	   designated	   programs	   is	   able	   to	   evaluate	   the	   client's	  
situation	  and	  determine	  the	  benefit.	  Since	  "One	  Shots"	  are	  evaluated	  on	  a	  case-­‐
by-­‐case	  basis,	  this	  information	  is	  not	  advertised65.”	  
One-­‐shot	  deals	  are	  not	  a	   right	   for	   individuals	  who	  meet	  particular	  observable	  criteria.	  
They	   are	   not	   similar	   to	   “food-­‐stamps”.	   Attribution	   of	   one-­‐shot	   deals	   is	   discretionary,	  
following	  an	  interview	  with	  a	  caseworker	  from	  HRA.	  	  
One	  of	  the	  guidelines	   is	   the	  ability	  of	  the	  tenant	  to	  meet	  the	  rent.	  One-­‐shot	  deal	  may	  
then	  represent	  a	  double-­‐edge	  sword	  for	  a	  small	  landlord.	  On	  one	  hand,	  it	  is	  a	  significant	  
economic	  rainfall,	  especially	  if	  a	  tenant	  has	  not	  been	  paying	  for	  several	  months.	  On	  the	  
other,	  it	  may	  help	  a	  tenant,	  whom	  landlords	  do	  not	  trust	  to	  “play	  fair”,	  to	  stay	  put.	  Small	  
landlords	  may	   want	   to	  make	   the	   caseworker	   of	   HRA	   aware	   of	   their	   preferences	   and	  
maybe	  influence	  the	  decision	  process.	  	  
Larry	   knows	   well	   someone	   at	   HRA	   and	   he	   believes	   he	   can	   influence	   the	   decision	  
whether	  to	  grant	  a	  one-­‐shot	  deal.	  
Quentin	  is	  a	  tenant	  of	  Miss	  Jean,	  whose	  full	  story	  will	  be	  studied	  below.	  He	  rents	  a	  tiny	  
studio	  and	  he	  has	  not	  paid	  rent	  in	  five	  months.	  Miss	  Jean	  wants	  to	  help	  him	  and	  she	  has	  
given	  him	  some	  time	  to	  get	  back	  on	  his	  feet.	  	  
There	  is	  then	  an	  ambiguity	  about	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  relationship.	  Quentin	  believes	  that	  
Larry	  will	  help	  him	  find	  a	  solution	  to	  stay	  in	  the	  studio,	  out	  of	  loyalty	  for	  Miss	  Jean.	  Larry	  
feels	  that	  the	  tenant	  is	  abusing	  of	  Miss	  Jean’s	  generosity.	  Quentin	  does	  not	  suspect	  that	  
Larry	  is	  looking	  for	  his	  eviction.	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Larry	   decides	   to	   keep	   the	   ambiguity	   running.	   He	   evokes	   the	   possibility	   of	   a	   one-­‐shot	  
deal.	  He	  says	   to	  Quentin	  he	  knows	  someone	  at	  HRA	  –	   John	  –	  who	  may	  help	  with	   the	  
process.	  
We	  are	  all	  going	  to	  John’s	  office.	  Larry	  meets	  John	  first,	  alone.	  In	  the	  meantime,	  Quentin	  
and	  I	  are	  talking.	  Quentin	  tells	  me	  that	  Miss	  Jean	  and	  Larry	  are	  good	  people.	  He	  is	  not	  a	  
professional	  tenant	  he	  says.	  He	  just	  cannot	  pay	  his	  rent,	  because	  of	  the	  economic	  crisis.	  	  
After	   a	   few	   minutes	   Larry	   calls	   Quentin	   to	   introduce	   him	   to	   John.	   He	   disappears	   in	  
John’s	  office.	  
Quentin	  will	  never	  get	  the	  one-­‐shot	  deal.	  	  
Later	  that	  day,	  Larry	  and	  John	  have	  a	  phone	  conversation	  and	  they	  convene	  not	  to	  give	  
the	  grant	   to	  Quentin.	   They	  agree	   it	   is	  necessary	   to	  evict	  Quentin	  and	   that	   a	  one-­‐shot	  
deal	  would	   only	   delay	   the	   process	   and	  make	  Miss	   Jean	   lose	  more	  money	   in	   the	   end.	  
They	   reason	   that	  Quentin	   cannot	  make	   the	   rent	   in	   the	   long	   run	   –	   one	   of	   the	   official	  
guidelines	  for	  one-­‐shot	  deal.	  
A	  few	  months	   later,	   the	  eviction	  of	  Quentin	  takes	  place.	   In	  the	  few	  days	  following	  the	  
eviction,	   Larry	   claims	   to	   other	   property	   owners	   –	   the	   Said	   brothers	   –	   that	   there	  was	  
even	  a	  greater	  arrangement	  between	  him	  and	  John.	  The	  agreed	  strategy,	  he	  says,	  is	  to	  
keep	   Quentin	   unaware	   of	   the	   Hera’s	   decision,	   to	   pretend	   the	   case	   is	   still	   pending	   in	  
order	   to	   make	   Quentin	   more	   cooperative	   –	   hence,	   shortening	   the	   time	   in	   court.	   An	  
indeed,	   it	   took	   only	   four	  months	   to	   evict	  Quentin,	   a	   record	   during	  my	   fieldwork,	   and	  
something	  that	  Larry	  is	  highly	  proud	  of.	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It	   is	   clear	   what	   Larry	   gets	   from	   his	   entente	   with	   John	   –	   the	   possibility	   to	   influence	  
whether	  a	  tenant	  will	  receive	  grant	  money	  to	  pay	  the	  back	  rent.	  But	  what	  does	  John	  get	  
out	  of	  his	  relation	  with	  Larry?	  	  
One	  afternoon,	  Larry	  and	  I	  randomly	  meet	  John	  in	  the	  streets	  close	  to	  John’s	  office.	  John	  
takes	   Larry	   by	   the	   shoulder.	   They	   walk	   a	   few	   steps	   away	   from	   me,	   and	   starts	  
murmuring,	  so	  that	  I	  cannot	  hear	  what	  is	  said.	  Larry	  listens	  attentively	  and	  says,	  “I’ll	  see	  
what	  I	  can	  do”.	  When	  I	  ask	  what	  it	  is	  about,	  Larry,	  as	  often,	  does	  not	  answer.	  A	  few	  days	  
later,	  Larry	  and	  I	  are	  in	  John’s	  office.	  Larry	  explains	  he	  has	  several	  apartments	  available	  
for	  John	  in	  Bed-­‐Stuy.	  Larry	  describes	  three	  apartments,	  in	  details.	  A	  great	  neighborhood	  
now,	   Larry	   says,	   “full	   of	   white	   kids”.	   Both	   men	   laugh.	   “The	   neighborhood	   has	  
tremendously	  changed!”	  concludes	  Larry.	  
Outside	  the	  office,	  I	  ask	  Larry,	  “This	  is	  the	  guy	  from	  HRA,	  right?”	  
“Yeah	  you	  met	  him	  before”,	  says	  Larry.	  
“He	  was	  asking	  for	  apartments,	  right?	  Why	  does	  he	  need	  so	  many	  apartments?”	  
“Because	   he	   needs	   them	   for	  HRA.	  When	   they’re	   giving	   one-­‐shot	   deal	   he	   often	   needs	  
people	  to	  relocate	  and	  find	  a	  new	  apartments	  for	  people.”	  
“And	  so	  he	  asks	  you?”	  
“Yes”	  
Is	   Larry	   telling	  me	   the	   truth?	  When	  he	  gave	  me	   these	  answers	   I	   did	  not	  doubt	   them.	  
Getting	  back	  home	  I	  carefully	  wrote	  what	  Larry	  told	  me.	  However	  his	  answers	  seem	  now	  
a	   little	   implausible.	   On	   one	   hand,	   HRA	   handles	   several	   welfare	   programs	   from	   food	  
stamps,	   to	   child	  protection	   services,	  and	  one-­‐shot	  deals.	   It	   is	   the	  highly	  probable	   that	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relocation	  is	  part	  of	  the	  services	  provided	  to	  individuals	  in	  distress.	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  it	  
is	  hard	  to	   imagine	  that	  an	  agency	  that	  makes	  call	   for	  proposals	   for	  any	  contract,	  does	  
not	  do	  the	  same	  for	  relocation.	  Besides,	  I	  did	  not	  find	  any	  mention	  of	  relocation	  linked	  
to	  one-­‐shot	  deals	  on-­‐line,	  as	  Larry	  mentioned.	  Furthermore,	  there	  is	  an	  air	  of	  secrecy	  to	  
the	  relationship	  between	  John	  and	  Larry	  that	  is	  in	  tension	  with	  the	  justification	  of	  Larry.	  
Indeed,	  this	  time	  was	  the	  only	  one	  I	  was	  able	  to	  attend	  the	  meeting	  between	  the	  John	  
and	  Larry	  in	  John’s	  office.	  Since	  then,	  Larry	  left	  me	  outside.	  Finally,	  Larry	  was	  describing	  
apartments	  and	  the	  neighborhood	  of	  Bed-­‐Stuy	  as	  a	  real-­‐estate	  broker	  would	  do,	  not	  as	  
someone	  providing	  services	  to	  a	  City	  agency.	  	  
These	   are	   only	   speculations.	   But	   I	   find	   difficult	   to	   fully	   believe	   Larry’s	   answers	   in	   this	  
particular	  case.	  	  
ENCROACHMENT	  AND	  THE	  VAGUE	  HOPE	  FOR	  KICK-­‐BACKS	  
Encroachment	   can	   take	   an	   even	   more	   concrete	   manifestation,	   as	   illustrated	   by	   the	  
relationship	   between	   Larry	   and	   Eve,	   who	   works	   in	   one	   of	   the	   regulatory	   agencies	  
organizing	  the	  housing	  market.	  
During	  one	  of	  our	   first	  days	   in	  Court,	  Larry	  advises	  a	  woman,	  named	  Eve.	  She	   is	  being	  
sued	  for	  credit	  card	  debts	  she	  cannot	  pay	  anymore.	  She	  owes	  a	  little	  less	  than	  $10,000.	  
Larry	  is	  there	  as	  an	  advisor.	  	  
This	  is	  the	  first	  and	  only	  time	  I	  would	  see	  Eve.	  	  
Larry	  negotiates	  a	  reduction	  of	  Eve’s	  outstanding	  debt	  with	  the	  opposite	  lawyer.	  If	  she	  
agrees	   to	   pay	   approximately	   $5,000,	   the	   case	  would	   be	   dropped.	   The	   lawyer	   agrees.	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Larry	  explains	  now	  the	  deal	  with	  Eve.	  He	  offers	  her	  to	  pay	  $4,000	  of	  this	  sum	  and	  she	  
has	  to	  pay	  the	  remaining	  sum,	  close	  to	  $1,000.	  	  
Eve	  agrees.	  
Larry	  and	  I	  leave	  the	  building.	  The	  lawyer	  writes	  the	  stipulation	  that	  Eve	  will	  sign.	  In	  the	  
elevator,	  I	  ask	  Larry	  why	  did	  he	  do	  that.	  He	  answers	  me	  in	  French.	  
“Elle	  travaille	  pour	  ___	  [name	  of	  a	  City	  agency].	  Tu	  as	  compris?”	  
[“She	  works	  for	  ___	  [name	  of	  a	  City	  agency].	  Do	  you	  get	  it?”]	  
I	  look	  surprised.	  Larry	  makes	  me	  understand	  not	  to	  talk	  about	  it.	  	  
What	  is	  the	  kind	  of	  returned	  favor	  that	  Larry	  is	  expecting	  from	  Eve?	  
A	   few	   weeks	   later,	   Larry,	   Gustavo,	   the	   superintendent	   of	   one	   of	   Luis’	   buildings,	   a	  
locksmith,	  a	  marshal	  and	  I	  are	  doing	  the	  eviction	  of	  Pablo,	  a	  tenant	  of	  Luis.	  	  
It	   has	   been	   a	   difficult	   case	   for	   Larry	   and	   Luis.	   Pablo	   has	   physically	   threatened	   Luis	  
several	  times,	  according	  to	  Luis.	  Larry,	  Luis,	  and	  I	  have	  been	  to	  the	  police	  station	  once	  
when	  Luis	  called	  Larry	  because	  Pablo	  had	  just	  paid	  another	  unfriendly	  visit	  to	  him.	  Both	  
Larry	   and	   Luis	   repeat	   to	   the	   Police	  Officer	   that	   Pablo	   is	   a	   drug	   dealer	   and	   he	   can	   be	  
violent.	  The	  police	  officer	  makes	  the	  promise	  that	  a	  police	  car	  will	  pass	  by	  Luis’	  building	  
regularly	  in	  the	  next	  few	  days.	  
The	  day	  of	  the	  eviction,	  the	  atmosphere	  is	  particularly	  tense.	  Larry	  is	  afraid	  that	  Pablo	  is	  
still	  inside	  the	  apartment	  and	  will	  turn	  violent	  against	  us.	  Luis,	  who	  is	  old	  and	  frail,	  is	  not	  
present.	  
The	   locksmith	   opens	   the	   door.	   The	   marshal	   enters	   the	   apartment.	   The	   apartment	   is	  
empty.	  After	  a	  few	  seconds,	  Larry	  and	  I	  enter.	  The	  apartment	  has	  been	  trashed,	  as	  if	  a	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raucous	  party	  happened	  the	  previous	  day.	  There	  are	  bottle	  of	  alcohol	  in	  every	  room,	  on	  
windows,	  on	  the	  fire	  escape,	  on	  the	  floor.	  Cigarette	  butts	  are	  all	  over	  the	  floor.	  It	  smells	  
spilled	  alcohol.	   In	  one	  room,	  there	   is	  a	  big	  pile	  of	  old	  clothes	  and	  a	  mattress.	   It	  smells	  
urine.	  On	   several	  walls	   there	  are	   large	  kids	  drawings.	   Larry,	   storms	   frenetically	   in	  and	  
out	  each	  room,	  taking	  pictures,	  until	  he	  finds	  a	  fresh	  bucket	  of	  blue	  paint,	  several	  rolls,	  
and	  traces	  in	  each	  room	  of	  hastily	  put	  blue	  paint	  on	  walls,	  in	  broad	  strokes.	  
The	  bucket	  of	  paint	  worries	  Larry.	  	  
Larry	  calls	  Luis	  and	  says	  that	  he	  suspects	  the	  bucket	  is	  full	  of	   lead-­‐paint	  bought	  on	  the	  
black	  market.	  	  
Lead-­‐paint	   is	   forbidden	   for	   sale,	   however	   there	   is	   the	   common	   belief	   that	   many	  
hardware	   stores	   have	   old	   stocks	   that	   predate	   the	   interdiction.	   Andres	   told	   me,	  
independently	   of	   this	   event,	   he	   knew	   exactly	   where	   to	   buy	   some	   in	   Brooklyn.	   Larry	  
explains	  to	  Luis,	  that	  it	  may	  not	  be	  lead-­‐paint	  but	  a	  close	  enough	  product	  that	  it	  could	  
mislead	   inspectors.	   It	   would	   mean	   to	   be	   dragged	   into	   a	   costly	   lawsuit,	   with	   various	  
experts	  –	  and	  the	  possibility	  at	  the	  end	  that	  the	  fine	  would	  be	  enormous.	  Larry	  explains	  
that	  damages	  for	  lead-­‐paint	  are	  in	  the	  hundreds	  of	  thousand	  of	  dollars.	  The	  solution	  is	  
to	  have	   immediately	   an	  official	   expertise	   from	  a	  City	   agency	   that	  would	  dissipate	  any	  
doubts	  and	  threats.	  	  
Larry	  says	  to	  Luis	  he	  knows	  someone	  in	  the	  right	  agency	  that	  could	  pay	  close	  attention	  
to	  the	  expertise	  process	  –	  he	  thinks	  about	  Eve.	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He	   tells	   Luis	   that	   Eve	   could	   make	   sure	   that	   all	   the	   tests	   and	   procedures	   are	   done	  
properly	  so	  that	  the	  expertise	  would	  not	  give,	  inadvertently,	  strength	  to	  Pablo’s	  trick.	  It	  
is	  reassuring	  for	  Luis,	  and	  Larry	  feels	  particularly	  useful.	  
In	  the	  end,	  however,	  Pablo	  never	  tried	  to	  sue	  Luis	  for	  lead-­‐paint	  damages.	  	  
For	  the	  next	  two	  years	  and	  a	  half	  I	  do	  not	  hear	  about	  Eve,	  except	  once.	  	  
One	  afternoon,	  Larry	  and	  I	  are	  waiting	  in	  an	  administrative	  building	  for	  some	  papers	  to	  
be	  signed.	  It	  has	  been	  two	  hours.	  We	  are	  growing	  impatient,	  tired	  and	  bored.	  It	  happens	  
to	  be	  the	  agency	  where	  Eve	  works.	   I	  ask	  Larry,	  half	   jokingly,	   if	  Eve	  could	  help	  skip	  the	  
line.	  To	  my	  surprise,	  Larry	  says	  she	  is	  right	  here,	  pointing	  to	  the	  other	  side	  of	  a	  wall.	  But	  
no,	  she	  cannot	  help	  us	  with	  that.	  I	  am	  disappointed,	  and	  I	  forget	  entirely	  about	  Eve	  for	  
another	  year.	  
At	   the	  end	  of	  my	   fieldwork,	   I	   ask	  direct	  questions	   to	  Larry	  about	  his	   relationship	  with	  
Eve	  (whom	  I	  incorrectly	  call	  Lea,	  because	  I	  could	  not	  remember	  her	  name).	  	  
“Can	  I	  ask	  you	  a	  question?”	  I	  say	  to	  Larry.	  
“You	  can	  ask	  me	  anything	  you	  want”,	  replies	  Larry.	  
“Do	  you	  remember	  that	  woman	  from	  ___	  named	  ‘Lea’?”	  
“Lea?”	  asks	  Larry,	  having	  no	  idea	  whom	  I	  am	  talking	  about.	  
“Maybe	  not	   Lea…	  At	  one	  point	   you	  were	  paying	   credit	   card	  debts.	  Do	  you	   remember	  
that?”	  
“Credit	  card	  debts?”,	  repeats	  Larry.	  
“Right	  at	  the	  beginning,	  when	  we	  met.	  We	  were	  in	  civil	  court”,	  I	  insist.	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“Oh,	  yeah,	  yeah,	  I	  see	  who	  you’re	  talking	  about.	  Eve,	  not	  Lea.	  She	  works	  for	  ___.	  I	  saw	  
her	  the	  other	  day.”	  
“Yeah,	  Eve.	  I	  don’t	  know	  why	  I	  called	  her	  Lea”	  
“Yeah,	  call	  her	  Lea”,	  jokes	  Larry.	  
	  “What’s	  the	  deal	  here?	  Why	  is	  that	  important	  for	  you?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Because	  it	  keeps	  my	  relationship	  with	  her	  when	  I	  need	  her	  to	  postpone	  a	  case	  when	  no	  
one	  else	  can.”	  
“But	  she	  can	  really	  do	  that?	  When	  did	  you	  use	  her,	  in	  the	  past	  two	  years?”	  
“I	  don’t.	   It’s	   like	  I	  am	  investing	  seeds.	   It’s	   like	  ___,	  when	  I	  need	  you	  I’ll	  call	   It	  could	  be	  
this	  week,	   it	  could	  be	  next	  month,	   it	  could	  be	  next	  year.	   It	  could	  be	   in	   ten	  years.	  Une	  
faveur	  pour	  une	  autre	  [a	  favor	  in	  exchange	  of	  a	  favor].	  That’s	  about	  it.”	  
“Ok”	  
“I’m	  not	  looking	  for	  her	  to	  do	  anything	  illegal,	  you	  know”,	  says	  Larry.	  
“Com’on	  you	  paid	  her	  credit	  card	  debts!”	  I	  say.	  
“If	   it’s	   innocuous!	   When	   it’s	   done	   with	   moral	   and	   legal	   [spirit].	   I	   need	   to	   postpone.	  
Boom	  done.	  [But]	  I	  have	  to	  deal	  with	  judge	  anyway…”	  
Larry	  has	  a	  similar	  relationship	  with	  another	  woman	  working	  in	  a	  second	  agency.	  There	  
is	  more	   secrecy	  built	   into	   this	   relationship.	   It	   seems	   that	   the	   relation	   is	  made	  of	  both	  
cash	  payments	  and	   in-­‐kind	  services.	   I	  have	  attended	  tangible	  proof	  of	   in-­‐kind	  services,	  
but	   no	   proof	   of	   in-­‐cash	   payments,	   to	   which	   Larry	   sometimes	   jokingly	   refers	   as	   her	  
“birthday	  lunches,	  several	  times	  a	  year”.	  I	  never	  met	  this	  woman,	  and	  I	  never	  knew	  her	  
name.	  “I	  have	  this	  friend	  from	  ___	  [a	  name	  of	  a	  City	  agency]”	  Larry	  would	  say.	  	  
	   405	  
One	  Saturday	  morning,	  at	  9	  am,	  Larry	  is	  a	  little	  bit	  anxious.	  Him	  and	  I	  are	  parked	  in	  front	  
of	  Luis’	  building,	  where	  Pablo	  used	  to	  live.	  Larry	  has	  tried	  several	  times	  to	  contact	  Luis,	  
but	   he	   cannot	   reach	   him	   on	   the	   phone.	   Larry	   calls	   Gustavo,	   the	   superintendent,	   and	  
with	   a	   mix	   of	   Spanish	   and	   English,	   Larry	   understands	   that	   Luis	   cannot	   be	   here	   this	  
morning.	  It	  makes	  Larry	  angry.	  They	  have	  convened	  the	  previous	  he	  would	  be	  here.	  	  It	  is	  
an	  important	  meeting	  he	  says.	  “It’s	  a	  woman,	  she	  is	  an	  inspector	  from	  ___”	  yells	  Larry,	  
naming	  the	  agency	  the	  woman	  belongs	  to.	  	  
Gustavo	  tells	  Larry	  that	  Luis	  has	  a	  doctor	  appointment	  this	  morning.	  Luis	  is	  an	  old	  man,	  
who,	  a	  few	  months	  after	  this	  morning,	  will	  pass	  away.	  He	  is	  often	  at	  the	  hospital.	  	  
Having	  nothing	  to	  add,	  Larry	  hangs	  up.	  
Larry	  says	  the	  woman	  is	  a	  friend	  of	  his,	  with	  a	  heavy	  meaningful	  look	  at	  me,	  which	  is	  the	  
equivalent	  of	  the	  “You	  get	  it?”	  he	  said	  when	  we	  were	  in	  the	  elevator	  after	  meeting	  Eve	  
in	  civil	  court.	  
Last	  week,	  Larry	  was	  supposed	  to	  meet	  the	  woman.	  She	  cancelled	  at	  the	  last	  minute.	  I	  
ask	   Larry,	   if	   this	   is	   a	   problem	   that	   she	   cancels	   in	   extremis	   a	  meeting.	   “Not	   at	   all”,	   he	  
says,	  “It	  shows	  she	  is	  careful”.	  
At	   9:15am	   Gustavo	   shows	   up	   and	   approaches	   our	   car.	   He	   tells	   Larry	   that	   there	   are	  
people	  in	  the	  apartment	  the	  woman	  is	  supposed	  to	  see.	  It	  is	  another	  surprise	  for	  Larry.	  
He	  expected	   the	   apartment	   to	  be	   empty	   and	   available.	   It	   is	  what	   Luis	   told	  him.	   Larry	  
understands	  that	  Gustavo	  has	  rented	  the	  apartment	  without	  telling	  him	  and	  telling	  Luis.	  	  	  
Larry	  is	  increasingly	  furious.	  The	  woman	  is	  about	  to	  arrive	  and	  the	  apartment	  cannot	  be	  
shown.	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We	   all	   walk	   fast	   into	   the	   building	   and	   go	   up	   a	   few	   flights.	   Gustavo	   knocks	   on	   the	  
apartment	  door,	  several	  times.	  No	  one	  answers.	  He	  takes	  his	  keys	  and	  he	  inserts	  them	  
in	   the	   lock.	   It	  does	  not	  work.	  Gustavo	  does	  not	  understand.	  He	   tries	   to	  push	  violently	  
the	  door.	  But	  the	  door	  does	  not	  open.	  Larry	  starts	  screaming	  that	  Gustavo	  is	  stupid.	  But	  
Gustavo	  has	  an	  idea.	  He	  will	  climb	  on	  the	  fire	  escape,	  he	  will	  break	  a	  window,	  and,	  he	  
will	  enter	  into	  the	  apartment.	  	  
Larry	  looks	  at	  Gustavo,	  flabbergasted.	  	  
“Enough	  of	  this	  shit!”	  Larry	  says,	  and	  we	  leave	  in	  haste	  the	  building.	  
Gustavo	   tries	   to	   say	   something	   I	   do	   not	   understand.	   In	   the	   car,	   Larry	   cancels	   the	  
appointment	  with	  the	  woman.	  During	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  morning,	  Luis	  calls	  several	  times	  to	  
apologize	  to	  Larry,	  which	  does	  not	  calm	  him	  down.	  
Larry	  is	  much	  more	  secretive	  with	  this	  second	  relationship	  than	  he	  is	  with	  Eve.	  However	  
these	  two	  relations	  have	  in	  common	  to	  be	  very	  unclearly	  defined.	  What	  Larry	  hopes	  to	  
achieve	   is	   left	   indeterminate.	  With	  Eve,	  he	  evokes	   in	  an	  unspecified	  future,	  a	  kickback	  
whose	  nature	  –	   to	  obtain	   a	  postponement	  –	   seems	   somewhat	   inconsequential	   for	   an	  
investment	   of	   several	   thousand	   dollars.	   Even	   less	   clear,	   is	   the	   other	   party’s	   sense	   of	  
obligation	   toward	   Larry.	  What	   are	   these	  women	   ready	   to	   give	   in	   exchange	   of	   Larry’s	  
support	  and	  services?	  	  What	  is	  their	  obligation	  toward	  him?	  	  
The	  problem	  I	   face	  here	   is	   the	  opposite	  of	   the	  one	   in	  the	  case	  of	   John	  from	  HRA.	  The	  
issue	  is	  not	  what	  these	  two	  women	  get	  out	  of	  Larry	  –	  what	  they	  get	  is	  clear	  –	  it	  is	  what	  
Larry	   can	   get	   out	   of	   these	   two	   women.	   Why	   does	   Larry	   involve	   himself	   in	   such	  
convoluted,	  unspecified,	  and	  risky	  relations?	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The	  inability	  to	  answer	  these	  questions	  testifies	  of	  the	  incompleteness	  of	  my	  data	  about	  
Larry’s	  economic	  life,	  particularly	  on	  this	  sensitive	  topic.	  Throughout	  my	  fieldwork,	  Larry	  
has	  repeated	  many	  times	  that	  he	  was	  withholding	  some	  information	  from	  me.	  I	  did	  not	  
have	  full	  access	  to	  all	  of	  Larry’s	  economic	  affairs.	  
However,	   I	  argue	  that	  the	  lack	  of	  definition	  of	  these	  relationships	   is	  not	  a	  feature	  that	  
can	   be	   dissolved	   with	   more	   and	   better	   data.	   It	   is	   part	   of	   the	   phenomenon	   of	  
encroachment.	  	  
The	  last	  example	  of	  encroachment	  involves	  a	  judge.	  By	  its	  contradiction	  the	  relationship	  
illustrates	  that	  unclear	  stakes	  and	  unclear	  obligations	  is	  a	  dimension	  of	  encroachment.	  	  	  
At	  first	  sight,	  the	  relationship	  between	  Larry	  and	  the	  Judge	  is	  much	  more	  open	  than	  the	  
previous	   ones.	   When	   Larry	   and	   I	   meet	   Judge	   ___	   in	   the	   streets	   there	   is	   no	   overall	  
atmosphere	   of	   secrecy,	   unlike	   our	   meetings	   with	   John.	   Larry	   is	   extremely	   polite,	  
deferent	  and	  pleasant.	  The	   judge	  responds	  heartedly	  to	  Larry’s	   jokes.	  The	   judge	   is	  not	  
embarrassed	   to	   be	   seen	   talking	  with	   friendliness	   to	   Larry.	   By	   contrast,	   Larry	   adopts	   a	  
more	   complex	   approach.	  Within	   the	   privacy	   and	   confidence	   of	   his	   close	   circle,	   Larry	  
talks	   regularly	   about	   Judge	  ___.	   These	   talks	   are	   always	   about	   how	   the	   two	  are	   close.	  
Larry	   is	   proud	   of	   this	   relationship.	   However,	   with	   outsiders,	   Larry	   is	   much	   more	  
circumspect.	  He	  says:	  “I	  don’t	  speak	  about	   the	   Judge,	   too	  much.	  There	   is	  a	   reason	  for	  
that”.	  Larry	  feels	  he	  has	  to	  be	  prudent	  because,	  it	  is	  a	  relationship	  with	  stakes.	  
On	  the	  judge	  side,	  there	  are	  no	  second	  thoughts	  about	  the	  relationship	  with	  Larry.	  It	  is	  
good-­‐natured	  and	  innocent.	  It	   is	  friendly.	  On	  Larry’s	  side,	  there	  is	  a	  strong	  investment.	  
He	  feels	  the	  friendship	  is	  an	  asset	  in	  his	  economic	  life.	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One	  afternoon,	  Judge	  ___	  has	  a	  problem	  with	  his/her	  kitchen	  and	  one	  of	  the	  bathrooms	  
of	   his/her	   home.	   He/she	   calls	   Larry	   to	   know	   if	   he	   knows	   anyone	   that	   could	   do	   the	  
repairs.	   Larry	   calls	   Andres	   and	   asks	   for	   his	   immediate	   help.	   Larry,	   Andres	   and	   I	   are	  
jumping	  on	  the	  subway	  and	  by	  5:30pm	  the	  same	  day	  we	  are	  at	  the	  Judge’s	  home.	  	  
The	   judge,	   Larry	   and	   I	   are	   talking	   for	   two	   hours,	   mostly	   about	   local	   politics	   and	   the	  
difficulties	  of	  relationships,	  while	  Andres	  is	  fixing	  the	  kitchen’s	  water	  system.	  The	  Judge	  
also	  prides	  himself/herself	  as	  a	  practical	  person.	  He/she	  asks	  many	  questions	  to	  Andres	  
about	   how	   to	   fix	   the	  plumbing.	  Overall	   the	   atmosphere	   is	   extremely	   pleasant.	   By	   the	  
end	   of	   the	   afternoon,	   the	   Judge	   has	   decided	   to	   hire	   Andres,	   with	   a	   friend	   of	   his,	  
Roberto,	   to	   fix	   the	   bathroom.	   It	   is	   a	   day-­‐and-­‐a-­‐half	   job	   for	   two	   men.	  With	   the	   tacit	  
agreement	  of	  Andres,	  Larry	  sets	  the	  price	  at	  $600,	  including	  the	  repairs	  in	  the	  kitchen.	  
The	  Judge	  will	  give	  $50	  more	  to	  Andres	  out	  of	  goodwill.	  
On	   our	   way	   back,	   after	   Larry	   left	   Andres	   and	   I	   in	   the	   subway,	   Andres	   tells	   me	   he	   is	  
pissed-­‐off.	  Larry	  asked	  him	  to	  considerably	  reduce	  his	  price	  because	  it	  is	  good	  to	  have	  a	  
judge	  on	  our	  side	  –	  especially	  at	  a	  period	  when	  the	  “Harlem	  Deal”	  seems	  at	  a	  halt.	  $600	  
for	  this	  job	  is	  little	  compared	  to	  the	  $2,000	  he	  would	  have	  normally	  billed,	  Andres	  tells	  
me.	  Andres	  does	  not	  see	  how	  the	  judge	  will	  help	  him	  or	  Larry	  in	  their	  case.	  However	  it	  is	  
a	   time	  when	  Andres	   still	   obeys	   to	   Larry’s	  order	  –	  but	   this	  one	   feels	  particularly	   costly	  
and	  useless.	  
ENCROACHMENT:	  FROM	  SECRET	  RELATIONS	  TO	  RELATIONS	  ABOUT	  SECRECY	  
What	  does	  characterize	  encroachment?	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First,	   Larry,	   John,	  Eve,	   the	   second	  woman	  and	   the	   judge	  are	   careful.	   They	  walk	  a	   fine	  
line.	   Encroachment	  exists	   as	   a	   trade-­‐off	   between	   too	  much	   involvement	   in	   interested	  
transactions,	  and	  not	  enough.	  Too	  much	  raises	  the	  fear	  of	  being	  involved	  in	  what	  is	  seen	  
as	  “real	  corruption”	  –	  symbolized	  for	  Larry	  in	  the	  corruption	  of	  cops	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  As	  
soon	   as	   I	   ask	   pointed	   questions	   to	   Larry	   about	   Eve,	   he	   is	   careful	   to	   say	   that	   nothing	  
unlawful	  is	  done,	  that	  only	  “innocuous”	  services	  are	  asked.	  For	  these	  services	  to	  remain	  
“innocuous”	   it	   requires	   that	   they	   remain	   of	   low	   economic	   significance	   and	   unclearly	  
defined	  and	  cast	  to	  an	  unspecified	  future.	  At	  the	  same	  time,	  with	  too	  few	  transactions	  
and	  too	  little	  nurturing,	  these	  relationships	  of	  encroachment	  bear	  the	  risk	  of	  vanishing.	  
Larry	  and	  the	  second	  woman	  are	  so	  prudent,	  that	  their	  relationship	  is	  about	  to	  collapse	  
for	  lack	  of	  substance	  and	  materiality.	  	  
The	  possible	  accusation	  of	  corruption	  is	  strategically	  deflected,	  through	  a	  bag	  of	  tricks.	  
These	  strategies	  are	  made	  of	  bad-­‐faith,	  as	  illustrated	  in	  a	  prudence	  whose	  functions	  of	  
cover-­‐up	   are	   willfully	   ignored,	   of	   neutralization	   techniques,	   which	   minimize	   the	  
economic	  importance	  of	  the	  transaction	  (Sykes	  and	  Matza	  1960),	  of	  purposefully	  vague	  
obligations	   and	   willful	   misunderstandings	   and,	   sometimes,	   of	   genuine	   overtones	   of	  
friendship	   and	   mutual	   enjoyment	   in	   the	   relationship	   –	   Larry	   and	   the	   judge	   seem	   to	  
enjoy	  each	  other’s	  company.	  	  
Encroachment	  is	  marked,	  then,	  by	  various	  strategies	  of	  denial.	  	  
Second,	  encroachment	   is	  not	  about	  getting	  something	  precise	   to	  happen	   in	  court,	  but	  
about	  getting	  a	   sense	  of	  control	  over	   the	   legal	  apparatus	   that	  cannot	  be	  put	  easily	   to	  
test.	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Encroachment	   has	   been	   described	   in	   the	   socio-­‐legal	   literature.	   However,	   it	   is	   often	  
mentioned	   only	   in	   passing,	   as	   a	   secondary,	   relatively	   insignificant,	   phenomenon,	  
because	  of	  its	  apparent	  inconsequentiality	  for	  the	  judicial	  process.	  	  
In	   a	   landmark	   article	   entitled	   “Why	   the	   ‘Haves’	   Come	   out	   Ahead”	   (1974),	   Galanter	  
studies	  the	  impact	  of	  being	  a	  repeat	  player	  in	  court	  vs.	  being	  a	  one-­‐shot	  player.	  As	  the	  
title	   suggests,	   Galanter	   argues	   that	   being	   a	   repeat	   player	   (RP)	   gives	   an	   advantage,	  
especially	  if	  the	  other	  party	  is	  a	  one-­‐shot	  player.	  	  
Among	   the	   secondary	   arguments	   made	   by	   Galanter	   about	   the	   repeat	   player’s	  
advantages,	   there	   is:	   “RPs	   have	   the	   opportunities	   to	   develop	   facilitative	   informal	  
relations	  with	  institutional	  incumbents”	  (1975:99).	  In	  a	  long	  footnote,	  Galanter	  refers	  to	  
a	  study	  that	  clarifies	  what	  he	  means:	  
“See	   for	   example	   Jacob’s	   (1969:100)	   description	   of	   creditor’s	   colonization	   of	  
small	   claim	   courts.	   ‘…	   the	   neutrality	   of	   the	   judicial	   process	   was	   substantially	  
compromised	   by	   the	   routine	   relationships	   which	   developed	   between	  	  
representatives	  of	  frequent	  users	  of	  garnishment	  and	  the	  clerk	  of	  the	  court.	  The	  
clerk	  scheduled	  cases	  so	  that	  one	  or	  two	  of	  the	  heavy	  user	  appear	  each	  day.	  This	  
enabled	  the	  clerk	  to	  equalize	  the	  workflow	  of	  his	  office.	  It	  also	  consolidated	  the	  
cases	  of	  large	  creditors	  and	  made	  it	  unnecessary	  for	  them	  to	  come	  to	  court	  every	  
day.	   It	   appeared	   that	   these	  heavy	  users	   and	   the	   clerk	   got	   to	   know	  each	  other	  
quite	   well	   in	   the	   course	   of	   several	   months.	   Although	   I	   observed	   no	   other	  
evidence	   of	   favoritism	   toward	   these	   creditors,	   it	   was	   apparent	   that	   the	   clerk	  
tended	   to	   be	   more	   receptive	   toward	   the	   version	   of	   the	   conflict	   told	   by	   the	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creditor	  than	  disclosed	  by	  the	  debtor,	  simply	  because	  one	  was	  told	  by	  a	  man	  he	  
knew	  and	  the	  other	  by	  a	  stranger’”66.	  (Galanter	  1974:99	  n.	  9)	  
The	   socio-­‐legal	   scholarship	   sees	   encroachment	   as	   having	   little	   impact	   on	   the	   legal	  
process.	  It	  is	  true.	  
However,	   encroachment	   has	   an	   impact	   on	   how	   common	   people	   experience	   the	   legal	  
apparatus.	  It	  enhances	  their	  lacking	  feelings	  of	  control	  over	  the	  system.	  Larry	  thinks	  he	  
can	  ward	  off	   the	  pending	  threat	  of	  a	   lawsuit	   for	   lead	  paint	  because	  he	  knows	  Eve.	  He	  
can	  reassure	  Gustavo	  and	  Luis	  that	  Eve	  will	  help	  them.	  He	  thinks	  that	  a	  judge	  can	  be	  an	  
allied	  and	  a	  court	  clerk	  can	  send	  a	  message	  to	  the	  other	  party	  that	  he,	  Larry,	  pulls	  the	  
strings.	   He	   can	   tell	   other	   landlords	   he	   has	   enlisted	   John	   from	  HRA	   in	   his	   strategy	   for	  
evicting	  Quentin	  quickly.	  When	  Andres	  is	  lost	  in	  the	  legal	  maze	  of	  his	  case	  in	  court,	  Larry	  
can	  get	  him	  a	  private	  meeting	  with	  the	  prudent,	  anonymous,	  woman.	  	  
By	   the	  very	  vagueness	  of	   the	  obligations	   it	  entails,	  encroachment	   is	  never	   fully	  put	   to	  
test.	   It	   is	   better	   to	   know	  personally	   Eve	   and	  other	  members	   of	   the	   legal	   bureaucracy	  
than	  not.	  The	  cost	  of	  encroachment	  creates,	  yet,	  some	  tensions.	  Andres	  is	  doubtful	  that	  
the	   judge	  will	   do	  anything	   for	  him.	  But,	   there	   is	   enough	  uncertainty	   for	  Andres	   to	  do	  
what	  Larry	  asks	  him.	  
Third,	  to	  fulfill	  this	  function,	  encroachment	  is	  about	  the	  dramatization	  of	  confidentiality,	  
more	  than	  about	  being	  secret	  (Simmel	  1906).	  The	  relationships	  between	  Larry,	  John,	  the	  
judge	  and	  some	  court	  clerks	  are	  made	  of	  murmurs	  animatedly	  said,	  in	  the	  confidence	  of	  
a	  close	  ear,	  while	  holding	  each	  other’s	  arm,	  a	   few	  steps	  away	   from	  anyone	  else,	   in	  or	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66	  Galanter’s	  citation	  comes	  from	  Jacob’s	  Debtors	  in	  Court:	  The	  Consumption	  of	  Government	  Services	  (1969).	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close	  to	  the	  courthouse	  or	  any	  agency.	  It	  is	  concluded	  with	  a	  good	  laugh	  or	  a	  smile	  that	  
signifies	  trust.	  	  It	  is	  about	  getting	  into	  an	  office	  skipping	  a	  long	  line	  of	  tenants	  waiting	  for	  
their	  case	  to	  be	  heard.	  
Encroachment	  is	  about	  getting	  a	  sense	  of	  control,	  not	  real	  control	  over	  the	  legal	  system.	  
The	  two	  can	  be	  durably	  uncoupled	  because	  the	  legal	  bureaucracy’s	   inner-­‐workings	  are	  
problematic	  to	  grasp,	  and	  the	  results	  of	  the	  legal	  process	  difficult	  to	  anticipate;	  because	  
relationships	   of	   encroachment	   are	   vaguely	   defined	   and	   therefore	   are	   hard	   to	   assess	  
objectively;	   because	   these	   relationships	   have	   an	   experiential,	   cinematic,	   quality	   that	  
stands	   in	   great	   contrast	  with	   the	   necessary	   deference	   in	   the	   courtroom	  and	   the	   easy	  
degradation	   of	   the	   system	   in	   private.	   Encroachment	   is	   then	   a	   coping	   strategy	   to	   the	  




Verbal	   violence	   is	   the	   third	   behavior	   through	  which	   Larry	   and	   the	   small	   landlords	   he	  
works	  with	  reduce	  the	  tension	  of	  resentment	  towards	  the	  “system”.	  	  
Larry’s	   aggressiveness	   takes	   place	   in	   the	   hallways	   of	   the	  Housing	   Court	   or	   during	   the	  
eviction	  of	  a	  tenant.	  It	  happens,	  then,	  in	  peripheral	  spaces	  and	  situations	  in	  relation	  to	  
the	  state’s	  action.	  Why	  is	  that?	  Larry’s	  verbal	  violence	  targets	  tenants.	  And	  yet,	  I	  argue,	  
it	  is	  about	  the	  legal	  apparatus	  that	  let	  the	  “professional	  tenants”	  abuse	  the	  system.	  How	  
does	  it	  work?	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Observing	   interactions	   in	   the	   hallways	   of	   the	   Housing	   Court	   or	   during	   an	   eviction,	  
analyzing	   their	   aggressiveness	   and	   the	   tension	   they	   reveal,	   one	   can	   see	   a	   symbolic	  
intent	  at	  work.	  In	  these	  situations,	  Larry	  and	  the	  small	  landlords	  find	  the	  opportunities	  
to	  re-­‐appropriate	  the	  conflicts	  they	  have	  with	  tenants	  according	  to	  their	  own	  terms	  and	  
perspectives,	  not	  according	  to	  the	  perspective	  and	  concepts	  of	  the	  legal	  system	  that	  is	  
imposed	  upon	  them	  inside	  the	  courtroom.	  To	  that	  extent	  aggressiveness	  has	  symbolic	  
dimensions:	   it	   helps	   closing	   the	  experiential	   tension	   created	  by	   the	   legal	   process	   that	  
expropriates	  the	  parties	  from	  their	  conflict.	  	  
The	  interactional	  dynamics	  that	  supports	  this	  symbolic	  dimension	  is	  what	  I	  call	  incivility.	  	  
BROOKLYN	  ZOO:	  THE	  HOUSING	  COURT	  
The	  Housing	  Court’s	  courtroom,	  where	  the	  judge	  sits,	  where	  lawyers	  debate	  and	  where	  
testimonies	   are	   given,	   is	   the	   place	   where	   significant	   decisions	   for	   the	   economic	   and	  
personal	  life	  of	  landlords	  and	  tenants	  are	  made.	  However,	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  Brooklyn	  
Housing	  display	  also	  a	  collective	  life	  that	  matters	  to	  the	  parties	  in	  conflict.	  Outside	  the	  
courtroom,	  the	  collective	  life	  is	  much	  more	  amorphous	  and	  effervescent	  than	  inside	  the	  
courtroom.	  	  
This	  bustling	  life	  outside	  the	  courtroom	  is	  surprising	  for	  a	  newcomer.	  	  
A	  young	  female	  lawyer	  from	  Jamaica,	  via	  London,	  is	  astonished	  by	  the	  lack	  of	  restraint	  
and	   formalism	   outside	   the	   courtroom.	   With	   a	   thick	   English	   accent,	   she	   expresses	   a	  
surprise.	  She	  is	  amused	  and	  disoriented.	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Larry	  attracts	  her	  attention.	  He	  is	  loud	  and	  boastful.	  He	  also	  seems	  perfectly	  at	  ease	  in	  
this	  environment.	  He	  laughs	  a	  lot	  and	  talks	  to	  many	  people	  at	  once.	  Larry	  is	  an	  obvious	  
choice	  for	  helping	  the	  lawyer	  to	  better	  orient	  herself	  in	  this	  place.	  	  
When	   the	   lawyer	   tells	   us	   the	   housing	   court	   is	   a	   “zoo”,	   Larry	   laughs	  with	   pride.	   It	   fits	  
perfectly	  how	  he	  sees	  the	  legal	  framework	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  –	  something	  to	  laugh	  
at,	  and	  not	  to	  take	  too	  seriously,	  like	  a	  zoo.	  Larry	  gives	  her	  his	  business	  card.	  	  
Neither	  the	  English	  lawyer	  nor	  I	  are	  the	  only	  ones	  to	  be	  disoriented	  by	  the	  crowded	  and	  
lively	  hallways	  of	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court.	  It	  is	  a	  recurring	  theme	  of	  New	  York	  Times’	  
coverage	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  New	  York	  City.	  
In	  1994,	  here	  what	  the	  New	  York	  Times	  wrote	  about	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court:	  
“The	  halls	  were	   jammed	  with	  people	  clutching	  eviction	  notices	  and	  the	  volume	  
was	   headache-­‐inducing:	   babies	   wailing,	   court	   officers	   yelling	   out	   cases,	   and	  
landlords'	   lawyers	  and	  tenants	  negotiating	  rents	   in	  full	  cry	   in	  the	  stairwells.	   […]	  
New	  York	  City's	  four	  housing	  courts	  were	  created	  21	  years	  ago	  primarily	  to	  help	  
tenants	  and	  housing	  inspectors	  compel	  landlords	  to	  make	  repairs.	  But	  today	  the	  
courts,	  which	  include	  the	  worst	  facilities	  in	  the	  judicial	  system,	  have	  degenerated	  
into	  bewildering,	  volatile	  forums	  where	  landlords	  and	  tenants	  clash	  in	  hallways.”	  
(Jan	  Hoffman	  December	  28,	  1994)	  
In	   1997,	   the	   New	   York	   Times	   published	   an	   article	   with	   the	   following	   sensational	  
introductory	  lines:	  
“You	   have	   to	   go	   far	   to	   find	   a	   place	   where	   the	   clamor	   is	   greater	   than	   in	   the	  
corridors	   of	   Brooklyn's	   housing	   court.	  Maybe	   the	  Grand	   Bazaar	   in	   Istanbul.	  Or	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the	  kick-­‐boxing	  arena	  in	  Bangkok.	  […]	  At	  best,	  it	  makes	  a	  mockery	  of	  what	  your	  
fifth-­‐grade	  social	  studies	  teacher	  said	  about	  the	  majesty	  of	  the	  judicial	  system.”	  
(Clyde	  Haberman,	  May	  30,	  1997)	  
In	  2003,	  	  
“Since	  its	   inception	  30	  years	  ago,	  New	  York	  City's	  housing	  court	  has	  sometimes	  
resembled	   a	   chaotic	   netherworld	   worthy	   of	   Dickens.	   There	   some	   of	   the	   city's	  
poorest	   tenants,	   or	   the	  most	   litigious,	   quarrel	   eternally	  with	   their	   landlords	   in	  
courtrooms	  so	  wretched	  that	  even	  judges	  have	  described	  them	  as	  black	  holes	  of	  
Calcutta.”	  (David	  Chen,	  May	  27,	  2003).	  	  
With	  a	  more	  acute	  eye	  and	  sense	  of	  description,	  the	  New	  York	  Times	  writes	  in	  2013:	  
“For	  instance,	  many	  tenants	  said	  they	  signed	  agreements	  with	  landlords’	  lawyers	  
in	  the	  hallways	  before	  appearing	  in	  court.	  Housing	  advocates	  have	  criticized	  such	  
agreements	   for	   offering	   tenants	   less	   favorable	   terms	   than	   they	  would	   receive	  
from	  a	  judge	  […].	  Lawyers	  and	  representatives	  for	   landlords	  have	  defended	  the	  
practice,	   saying	   that	   such	   agreements	   are	   reviewed	   afterward	   by	   the	   housing	  
court	  and	  allow	   time-­‐pressed	   tenants	  a	  quick	  way	   to	   resolve	  housing	  disputes.	  
‘We	  have	  to	  settle	  cases	  because	  the	  court	  can’t	  handle	  all	  these	  cases	  going	  to	  
trial,’	  said	  Jesse	  Lamas,	  a	  paralegal.	  ‘There	  are	  a	  lot	  of	  people	  who	  can’t	  pay	  their	  
rent’.”	  (Winnie	  Hu,	  March	  14,	  2013)	  
Larry	  enjoys	  this	  atmosphere.	  When	  we	  go	  to	  the	  Environment	  Control	  Board	  (ECB)	  or	  
the	   Department	   of	   Buildings	   (DoB),	   two	   major	   regulating	   institutions	   of	   the	   housing	  
market,	   Larry	   can	  never	   stay	   long.	  People	   just	  wait,	   and	  Larry	  gets	  bored.	  There	   is	  no	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such	   collective	   life.	   After	   waiting	   fifteen	   to	   twenty	  minutes,	   we	   would	   leave	   without	  
getting	  what	  we	  came	  for,	  and	  Larry	  would	  say	  we	  would	  come	  back	  at	  a	  future	  date,	  
earlier	  in	  the	  morning	  to	  avoid	  the	  wait.	  	  
The	  amorphous	  effervescence	  of	  the	  hallways	  is	  puzzling.	  The	  New	  York	  Times	  describes	  
it	   in	  1997	  as	  a	   sobering	   tale	  of	   the	   real	  workings	  of	   justice	   in	   the	  US.	  But	  what	   is	   the	  
effervescent	  collective	  life	  of	  the	  hallways	  exactly	  made	  of?	  What	  are	  the	  elements,	  the	  
patterns	  of	  relationships,	  that	  lie	  behind	  it?	  What	  does	  make	  these	  hallways	  look	  like	  a	  
zoo?	  
I	   distinguish	   three	   layers	   –	   three	   kinds	  of	   relationships	   –	   that	   coexist	   and	   intersect	   to	  
form	  this	  bustling	  life.	  
First,	   as	  The	  New	   York	   Times	   points	   out	   in	   2013,	   there	   are	   the	   negotiations	   between	  
lawyers,	   landlords	  and	  tenants	   that	   take	  place	   in	   the	  hallways.	   Indeed,	  Larry,	  Erin	  and	  
Marie	  often	  negotiate	  with	  tenants	  and	  sign	  “stipulations”	  in	  the	  crowded	  space	  of	  the	  
hallways.	  These	  stipulations	  highlight	  the	  mutual	  duties	  of	  each	  party	  in	  the	  near	  future.	  
There	  is	  often	  a	  payment	  schedule	  for	  the	  tenant	  who	  has	  not	  paid	  rent	  in	  the	  previous	  
months	   and	   dates	   when	   the	   landlord	   must	   come	   and	   do	   needed	   repairs	   in	   the	  
apartment.	   When	   stipulations	   are	   signed	   they	   become	   reference	   points	   for	   future	  
disputes	  in	  court.	  Stipulations	  are	  critical	  documents.	  However,	  they	  are	  negotiated	  and	  
signed	  on	  a	  single	  sheet	  of	  paper,	  in	  a	  crowded	  and	  narrow	  space,	  without	  the	  time	  and	  
tranquility	   for	   such	   an	   important	   document.	   On	   any	   day	   at	   the	   Housing	   Court,	   one	  
would	   see	   a	   lawyer	   writing	   fast,	   often	   illegibly,	   trying	   to	   find	   a	   firm	   surface	   to	   write	  
upon,	   and	   asking	   crucial	   questions	   to	   a	   slightly	   disoriented	   tenant,	   who	   dutifully	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answers,	   without	   the	   help	   of	   lawyer.	   They	   both	   try	   to	   carve	   out	   some	   privacy.	   The	  
lawyer	  would	  use	  surface	  politeness	  toward	  the	  tenant,	  while,	  most	  of	  the	  time,	  being	  in	  
charge	  of	  the	  negotiation,	  and	  raising,	  as	  a	  threat,	  “let’s	  go	  to	  trial	  then…”	  
Facing	   with	   a	   heavy	   workload,	   the	   Housing	   Court	   system	   in	   New	   York	   City	   de	   facto	  
favors	   mutual	   agreements	   through	   stipulations	   and	   mediation	   rather	   than	   “going	   to	  
trial”.	  The	  long	  wait	  in	  housing	  court	  and	  the	  repeated	  appearances	  for	  each	  case	  push	  
the	  parties	  for	  a	  negotiated	  solution.	  Each	  time	  a	  tenant	  has	  to	  go	  to	  court,	  she	  needs	  to	  
make	  personal	  and	  professional	  arrangements.	   If	   the	   lawyer	   is	  no	  subjected	  to	  similar	  
constraints,	  the	  landlord	  may	  face	  similar	  ones,	  as	  well	  often	  the	  pressing	  need	  to	  start	  
again	  collecting	  rent.	  The	  hallways	  become	  the	  place	  where	  these	  negotiations	  happen,	  
with	   the	  often	  unequal	   situation	   that	  one	  party	  negotiates	   through	  a	   lawyer,	  whereas	  
the	  other	  does	  not.	  	  
Second,	  some	  housing	  professionals	  –	  like	  Larry,	  Erin	  and	  Marie	  –	  come	  so	  often	  to	  the	  
Housing	  Court	  that	  they	  know	  almost	  every	  lawyer,	  court	  clerk,	  legal-­‐aid	  employee,	  staff	  
member	   from	   social-­‐services,	   judge	   and	   guard,	   who	   themselves	   are	   in	   contact	   with	  
property	   owners,	   building	   managers	   and	   real	   estate	   brokers.	   Repeat	   users	   of	   the	  
Housing	   Court	   form	   extended	   networks.	   There	   is	   friendship	   and	   there	   are	   enmities,	  
alliances	  and	  betrayals.	  There	  are	  past	  and	  current	  business	  deals	  tying	  together	  these	  
individuals	  and	  there	  are	  past	  and	  current	  rivalries.	  In	  the	  hallways,	  these	  people,	  then,	  
meet	  and	   talk.	  They	  have	  stories	  and	  gossip	   in	  common	  –	  which	   judge	   is	  going	   to	   the	  
State	  Supreme	  Court?	  Which	  judge	  is	  suspected	  to	  be	  corrupt?	  Which	  lawyer	  wants	  to	  
be	   elected	   judge?	   They	   share	   stories	   about	   their	   current	   cases	   and	   disputes,	   about	   a	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tenant	   they	  wish	   they	  could	  evict,	   about	  a	   lawyer	  who	  has	  made	  a	   technical	  mistake,	  
about	   a	   judge	  who	   is	   pro-­‐tenant,	   about	   a	   deal	   that	   they	   are	   involved	   and	   is	   stalled…	  
Most	   tenants	   see	   this	   bustling	   and	   intricate	   life	   but	   are	   not	   part	   of	   it.	   Many	   small	  
landlords	  are	  also	  estranged	  from	  this	  collective	  life	  –	  especially	  those	  who	  do	  not	  have	  
the	  entrepreneurial	  attitude	  and	  social	  position	  described	   in	  chapter	  1.	  And	   for	   them,	  
Larry,	  Marie	  and	  Erin	  offer	  an	  entry	  door	  to	  this	  extended	  network	  and	  the	  collective	  life	  
of	  gossips,	  stories,	  information,	  potential	  deals,	  suspicion	  of	  betrayals	  that	  goes	  with	  it.	  
The	   Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court	   is	   not	   an	   isolated	   social	   space.	   The	   relationships	   of	   the	  
housing	  market	  permeate	  and	  shape	  the	  social	  life	  of	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  housing	  court.	  	  
Third,	  the	  collective	  life	  of	  the	  hallways	  is	  made	  of	  shouts	  and	  insults,	  of	  people	  yelling	  
at	  each	  other.	  Suddenly	  a	  burst	  of	  anger	  would	  emerge	  between	  a	  tenant	  and	  a	  landlord	  
at	   one	   end	   of	   the	   corridors.	   People	  would	   pay	   some	   attention	   to	   it	   and	   often	  would	  
laugh	  –	  because	  it	  creates	  some	  distraction	  in	  a	  long	  wait	  in	  court.	  The	  hallways	  of	  the	  
Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court	   is	  also,	   then,	  a	  place	  where	  economic	  conflicts	   in	   the	  housing	  
market,	  especially	  between	  landlords	  and	  tenants,	  become	  direct,	  angry	  and	  open.	  It	  is	  
not	  the	  legal	  dispute	  mediated	  by	  the	  judge	  that	  takes	  place	  inside	  the	  courtroom.	  It	  is	  
not	  either	  the	  conflict	  that	  exists	  outside	  the	  courthouse	  through	  quick	  phone	  calls	  and	  
quick	  meetings	   on	   the	   doorstep	   of	   an	   apartment,	  when	   threats	   of	   going	   to	   court	   are	  
exchanged.	  In	  the	  hallways,	  there	  is	  time	  to	  waste,	  there	  is	  the	  feeling	  of	  imminence	  of	  
significant	  decisions	  and	  events,	  and	  there	  is	  little	  supervision	  of	  people’s	  behavior.	  
Three	  patterns	  of	  relationships	  shape	  the	  collective	  life	  in	  the	  hallways	  of	  housing	  Court:	  
the	  injunction	  for	  negotiated	  agreements,	  the	  porous	  boundary	  with	  the	  economic	  life	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outside	  the	  courthouse,	  and	  the	  occurrence	  of	  open	  conflicts	  filled	  with	  anger.	  Because	  
of	   these	   three	   undercurrents,	   the	   hallways	   of	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court	   appear,	  
indeed,	  as	  a	  “zoo”.	  
THE	  HALLWAY	  AS	  THE	  COURTROOM	  IN	  REVERSE	  	  	  
In	  the	  chaotic	  zoo-­‐like	   life	  of	  the	  hallways,	  emerge	  sometimes	  an	  original	  process.	  The	  
hallways	   of	   the	   Housing	   Court	   come	   stand	   in	   contiguity	   and	   opposition	   with	   the	  
courtroom,	   as	   two	   spaces	   with	   opposite	   yet	   related	   social	   life,	   as	   if	   they	   were	   in	  
equilibrium.	  Indeed,	  the	  hallways	  can	  be	  used	  by	  the	  opposing	  parties	  to	  re-­‐substantiate	  
and	  re-­‐appropriate	  to	  their	  conflict,	  while	  and	  after	  the	  conflict	  has	  been	  abstracted	  into	  
a	  legal	  dispute	  within	  the	  courtroom	  by	  the	  judge	  and	  the	  lawyers.	  	  
Let’s	  break	  down	  the	  process	  of	  exchange	  and	  equilibrium	  between	  these	  two	  spaces.	  
The	  courtroom	  is	  the	  place	  where	  an	  interpersonal	  conflict	  with	  its	  many	  dimensions	  is	  
transformed	   into	   a	   legal	   dispute	   that	   can	   be	   solved	   by	   legal	   means	   and	   a	   judge’s	  
decision.	   Interpersonal	  conflicts	  are	  stripped	  of	  their	  emotional,	   idiosyncratic	  and	  non-­‐
legal	   content	   so	   that	   the	   legal	   apparatus	   can	   apply	   its	   abstract	   procedures	   and	   logic	  
(Stinchcombe	  2001).	  However,	   the	   conflict	   is	   sometimes	  abstracted	   so	  much,	   and	   the	  
process	   is	  so	  contested,	   that	   the	  parties	  do	  not	  recognize	  anymore	  their	  dispute.	  As	  a	  
result,	  they	  find	  the	  resolution	  brought	  by	  the	  legal	  system	  incomplete	  and	  unsatisfying.	  
The	  resentment	  towards	  the	  legal	  system	  documented	  earlier	  is	  the	  mark	  of	  a	  process	  of	  
abstraction,	  of	  formalization,	  that	  does	  not	  work	  (Stinchcombe	  2001:	  chapters	  1&2).	  
The	  hallways,	   then,	  become	  a	   resource	   for	   the	  parties.	  The	  unsupervised	   space	  offers	  
the	   opportunity	   for	   the	   re-­‐substantiation	  of	   the	   legal	   dispute	   into	   a	  more	  meaningful	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and	   wholesome	   conflict	   for	   the	   parties.	   Re-­‐substantiation	   means	   that	   past	   informal	  
arrangements,	  past	  gestures	  of	  goodwill,	  past	  betrayals,	  accusations	  and	  suspicions	  of	  
being	  a	  bully,	  a	  drug	  addict,	  gay,	  stupid,	  unclean,	  charges	  of	  immorality	  and	  depravation,	  
which	   have	   no	  meaning	  within	   the	   courtroom,	   resurface	   in	   interactions	   between	   the	  
parties	   in	   the	   hallways.	   If	   people	   shout	   at	   each	   other	   insults,	   voice	   forcefully	   their	  
conflict,	  make	  strange	  claims	  about	  each	  other,	   it	   is	   in	  reaction	  to	  the	  abstraction	  that	  
takes	  place	  in	  the	  courtroom.	  The	  parties	  try	  to	  stitch,	  uneasily,	  these	  elements	  with	  the	  
formal	  process	  of	  the	  courtroom,	  in	  order	  to	  build-­‐up	  a	  more	  satisfying,	   less	  resentful,	  
experience	  of	   the	   legal	   system.	   The	  more	   the	   legal	   process	   is	   perceived	   as	   discarding	  
significant	   elements	   of	   the	   conflict,	   the	  more	   pressing	   it	   is	   for	   the	   parties	   to	   develop	  
strategies	  to	  re-­‐introduce	  these	  dimensions	  into	  their	  larger	  experience	  of	  going	  to	  the	  
Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court.	   The	   process	   of	   re-­‐substantiation	   balances	   the	   process	   of	  
abstraction.	  It	  is	  an	  act	  of	  re-­‐appropriation.	  
The	   hallways	   of	   the	   Housing	   Court	   stand	   in	   contiguity	   and	   opposition	   with	   the	  
courtroom67.	  
THE	  SPATIAL-­‐MATERIAL	  ORGANIZATION	  OF	  THE	  BROOKLYN	  HOUSING	  COURT	  
To	  ground	  this	  argument	  and	  to	  precisely	  understand	  how	  the	  relationship	  between	  the	  
hallways	   and	   the	   courtrooms,	   it	   is	   necessary	   first	   to	   outline	   the	   spatial	   and	  material	  
organization	  of	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court	  (see	  Velthius	  2005	  chapter	  1	  and	  Wacquant	  
2004	  for	  similar	  endeavors	  on	  spatial	  analysis).	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67	  See	  Wacquant’s	  Body	  and	  Soul	  (2004)	  for	  a	  similar	  argument	  about	  the	  relationship	  between	  the	  social	  life	  inside	  a	  
boxing	  gym	  and	  the	  life	  in	  the	  larger	  African-­‐American	  ghetto	  of	  the	  Chicago’s	  South	  Side.	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For	  the	  general	  public,	  a	  courthouse	  is	  divided	  in	  two	  parts:	  the	  courtroom,	  where	  the	  
judge	   sits,	   and	   the	   intermediary	   spaces,	  which	   lead	   the	   public	   from	   the	   street	   to	   the	  
courtroom.	   These	   intermediary	   spaces	   are	   made	   of	   hallways,	   elevators,	   security	  
checkpoints,	   and	  windows	  with	   tellers	   providing	   individuals	  with	  necessary	   forms	  and	  
documents	  for	  their	  court	  appearance.	  	  
A	  courtroom	  in	  housing	  court	  is	  divided	  in	  three	  parts.	  At	  the	  center	  there	  are	  the	  judge	  
and	  his	  staff.	  This	  area	  is	  open	  to	  public	  view	  but	  its	  access	  is	  guarded	  and	  limited	  to	  the	  
people	  who	  are	  called	  by	  the	  court	  clerk	  and	  the	  judge.	  Within	  this	  space,	  the	  plaintiff	  
and	   the	   defendant	   do	   not	   talk	   to	   each	   other.	   The	   discussion	   is	   fully	  mediated	   by	   the	  
judge	  and	  sometimes	  by	  the	  lawyers,	  if	  there	  are	  any.	  This	  space	  is	  separated	  from	  the	  
courtroom’s	  public	  area	  by	  a	  barrier,	  usually	  guarded	  by	  an	  armed	  officer	  and	  a	  court	  
clerk.	  In	  the	  public	  area	  of	  the	  courtroom,	  people	  are	  not	  allowed	  to	  talk	  to	  each	  other,	  
and	   everyone	   is	   facing	   the	   judge.	   Reading	   newspaper	   is	   forbidden,	   even	   if	   sometime	  
tolerated,	  as	  well	  as	  using	  cell	  phones	  and	  wearing	  a	  hat	  or	  a	  baseball	   cap.	  The	  court	  
clerks	  enforce	  regularly	  but	  not	  systematically	  these	  rules.	  A	  third	  part	  of	  the	  courtroom	  
is	  the	  “conference	  room”,	  in	  which	  mediations	  in	  a	  private	  setting	  takes	  place,	  under	  the	  
close	  supervision	  of	  a	  court	  attorney.	  
People	  are	  in	  housing	  court	  for	  what	  is	  going	  on	  in	  the	  courtroom.	  However,	  they	  spend	  
most	  of	   their	   time	  outside,	   in	   the	  hallways.	  Most	   tenants,	   lawyers	  and	   landlords	  hang	  
out	  and	  wait	  in	  there.	  	  
This	  is	  the	  conjunction	  of	  several	  phenomena.	  First,	  one	  has	  to	  arrive	  to	  Housing	  Court	  
between	  9:00am	  and	  10:00am	  to	  “check-­‐in”	  –	  to	  officially	  register	  one’s	  presence.	  Then,	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one	  is	  given	  an	  order	  of	  passage	  and	  a	  long	  wait	  starts.	  With	  Larry,	   I	  never	  stayed	  less	  
than	  two	  hours	  and	  a	  half	   in	  Housing	  Court.	  Most	  of	  the	  time,	  we	  would	   leave	  before	  
the	  case	  has	  effectively	  ended,	  giving	   instructions	  to	  Erin	  or	  Marie,	   the	   lawyers,	  about	  
how	  to	  pursue	  the	  case	  further	   in	  the	  day.	  A	  typical	  morning	  in	  court	  would	  last	  three	  
hours.	  With	  Andres,	   I	  often	   found	  myself	   in	  housing	  court	  until	  3pm	  or	  4pm	  while	  we	  
arrived	   at	   9am.	   Rarely	   people	   do	   use	   the	   time	   between	   check-­‐in	   and	   the	   court	  
appearance,	  even	  if	  they	  have	  several	  hours	  at	  their	  disposal.	  To	  exit	  the	  courthouse	  is	  
always	   a	   complex	   task	   because	   of	   security	   controls.	   In	   addition,	   the	   consequences	   of	  
missing	   a	   court	   appearance	   are	   too	   large	   to	   take	   a	   chance.	   There	   is	   indeed	   an	  
uncertainty	  about	  the	  time	  of	  the	  appearance	  before	  the	  judge.	  Waiting	  several	  hours	  in	  
the	  courthouse	  is	  thus	  the	  common	  option.	  	  
Second,	  waiting	  inside	  the	  courtroom	  is	  difficult	  endeavor	  to	  sustain.	  The	  public	  areas	  of	  
the	  courtroom	  have	  been	  designed	  for	  a	  much	  lower	  population.	  The	  courtroom	  is	  often	  
almost	  full.	  There	  are	  always	  a	  few	  seats	  available	  because	  there	  is	  enough	  traffic	  in	  and	  
out	  the	  courtroom,	  to	  free	  a	  few	  spots.	  Overall	  many	  people	  wait	  outside	  because	  they	  
just	   could	   not	   wait	   inside.	   There	   is	   not	   enough	   accommodation.	   Besides,	   the	   heavy	  
monitoring	   of	   the	   public’s	   behavior	   within	   the	   courtroom	   makes	   waiting	   inside	   the	  
courtroom	  dull.	  It	  would	  mean	  staying	  silent	  for	  a	  few	  hours,	  sneaking	  a	  newspaper	  or	  a	  
cell	   phone	   and	   being	   reprimanded	   every	   few	   minutes	   by	   the	   court	   clerk.	   Larry	   has	  
developed	   a	   technique	   in	   some	  of	   the	   courtrooms	  of	   the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	   court.	  He	  
hides	  behind	  the	  large	  pillars	  next	  to	  the	  windows.	  He	  then	  can	  read	  or	  doze	  off,	   if	  he	  
needs	  to.	  Furthermore,	  if	  trials	  in	  Housing	  Court	  are	  supposed	  to	  be	  public,	  in	  fact	  they	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are	  not.	  	  Trials	  could	  be	  an	  entertaining	  –	  maybe	  educational	  –	  spectacle	  to	  watch.	  But	  
they	   are	   not.	   There	   is	   indeed	   a	   strange	   habit	   from	   lawyers	   and	   judges	   to	   speak	   low	  
during	  court	  appearances.	  From	  the	  public	  area	  of	  the	  courtroom,	  it	  is	  very	  hard	  to	  hear	  
what	  the	  judge	  and	  the	  lawyers	  say.	  Judges	  are	  perfectly	  aware	  of	  this.	  When	  the	  day	  in	  
court	   starts,	   often	   judges	  make	   an	   address	   to	   the	  public.	   They	   explain	   how	   the	   court	  
works.	  Because	  they	  want	  to	  be	  heard,	   they	  speak	   loud	  and	  clear.	  But	  during	  the	  trial	  
they	   speak	  at	   a	   low	  volume,	  granting	   some	   informal	  privacy	   to	   the	  parties	   in	   conflict.	  
Doing	  so,	  they	  inadvertently	  make	  waiting	  inside	  the	  courtroom	  an	  even	  more	  tedious	  
time.	  	  
Third,	  if	  behaviors	  within	  the	  courtroom	  are	  heavily	  monitored,	  the	  flow	  in	  and	  out	  the	  
courtroom	  is	  free	  of	  any	  supervision.	  One	  can	  enter	  the	  courtroom	  just	  for	  an	  instant,	  as	  
many	  times	  as	  one	  wants,	  without	  raising	  an	  eyebrow.	  It	  creates	  the	  surprising	  spectacle	  
of	  a	  courtroom	  with	  a	  continuous	  flow	  of	  agitated	  people	  who	  come	  in	  and	  out	  to	  check	  
whether	  they	  are	  about	  to	  be	  called	  by	  the	  judge,	  and	  numerous	  people	  sitting	  still,	   in	  
silence,	  bored,	  and	  sleepy.	  	  
The	  possibility	  of	  coming	   in	  and	  out	  freely	  of	  the	  courtroom	  creates	  new	  functions	  for	  
the	  hallways:	  people	  wait	   in	  the	  hallways,	   in	  an	  environment	  that	  is	  free	  of	  any	  strong	  
supervision.	  People	  congregate,	  sneak	  peek	  in	  the	  courtroom	  for	  two	  or	  three	  seconds	  
to	  see	  if	  the	  judge	  is	  getting	  stuck	  on	  a	  case,	  and	  go	  back	  in	  the	  hallways,	  leaning	  on	  the	  
walls	  or	  trying	  to	  find	  a	  place	  to	  sit	  on	  the	  two	  or	  three	  benches	  available	  next	  to	  the	  
elevators.	  There	  they	  can	  use	  their	  cell	  phones,	  read	  the	  paper,	  talk	  to	  their	  lawyer,	  or	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meet	   new	   people	   –	   as	   the	   young	   female	   lawyer	   from	   Jamaica	   did	   –	   or	   negotiate	  
stipulations	  and	  agreements	  with	  the	  other	  party.	  
The	   hallways	   are	   not	   meant	   to	   be	   waiting	   areas.	   The	   parties	   in	   conflict	   are	   in	   close	  
physical	  proximity.	  The	  hallways	  of	   the	  housing	  court,	  especially	   in	  Brooklyn,	  can	  be	  a	  
claustrophobic	  space.	  It	  raises	  three	  possibilities	  for	  interactions	  between	  the	  opposing	  
parties:	  studied	  avoidance	  where	  the	  ongoing	  conflict	  is	  muted;	  indirect	  communication,	  
when	  one	  party	  send	  signals	  to	  the	  other	  party	  through	  interactions	  that	  supposedly	  do	  
not	   include	   the	   other	   party;	   and,	   direct	   communication,	   which	   often	   means	   either	  
shouts	  and	  insults	  or	  lawyers	  making	  the	  shuttle	  between	  the	  two	  camps.	  	  
THE	  RE-­‐SUBSTANTIATION	  OF	  CONFLICT	  IN	  THE	  HALLWAYS:	  MISS	  JEAN	  VS.	  STEVE	  
The	  socio-­‐spatial	  organization	  of	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  is	  conducive	  to	  a	  peculiar	  use	  of	  
the	  hallways,	  illustrated	  in	  the	  case	  of	  Miss	  Jean	  against	  Steve.	  The	  case	  shows	  the	  role	  
of	  communication	  and	  interactions	  in	  the	  hallways	  for	  balancing	  the	  experience	  of	  legal	  
system.	  
Larry	  and	  Marie,	   the	   lawyer,	  are	   in	  court	  with	  Steve,	  a	  black	  building	  contractor.	  Larry	  
represents	  Miss	  Jean,	  and	  Marie	  is	  her	  lawyer.	  Miss	  Jean	  hired	  Steve	  for	  a	  construction	  
job	  and	  paid	  him	  $5,000.	  But,	  according	   to	  Larry,	  Steve	  did	  not	  do	  the	   job.	  Therefore,	  
Larry	  sues	  Steve	  on	  behalf	  of	  Miss	  Jean,	  claiming	  Steve	  owes	  Miss	  Jean	  $5,000	  in	  undone	  
repairs.	  	  
In	   court,	   Steve	   is	   not	   represented	   by	   a	   lawyer.	   It	   is	   small-­‐claim	   court	   and	   it	   is	   not	  
mandatory.	  Steve	  claims	  that	  Larry	  has	  forged	  the	  contract.	  Larry	  added	  a	  fourth	  page	  to	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the	  contract,	  he	  says,	  a	  page	  he	  has	  never	  seen	  and	  he	  has	  forged	  the	  signature.	  Steve	  
would	  never	  have	  signed	  the	  contract	  if	  he	  had	  seen	  this	  page.	  	  
The	   judge	   is	   testing	   the	   robustness	  of	   Steve’s	   claim	  with	  pointed	  questions,	   and	  after	  
ten	  minutes,	  it	  has	  become	  clear	  that	  Steve	  has	  made	  the	  story	  up.	  Steve	  cannot	  sustain	  
his	  accusation	  of	  forgery	  against	  Larry.	  It	  is	  a	  humiliating	  and	  uncomfortable	  moment	  for	  
Steve.	  He	  makes	  shorter	  and	  shorter	  sentences,	  punctuated	  by	  long	  awkward	  silences.	  
The	   judge	  has	   to	   repeat	   forcefully	  his	  questions	   several	   times	   in	  order	   to	  obtain	   clear	  
responses.	  Steve	  seems	  always	  to	  follow	  a	  strategy	  of	  giving	  vague	  and	  elusive	  answers	  
followed	  by	  a	  strong	  assertion	   that	   the	   fourth	  page	  of	   the	  contract	  was	  not	   there	   the	  
day	  the	  contract	  was	  signed.	  	  
In	  the	  end,	  the	  judge	  sides	  with	  Larry	  and	  Marie,	  and	  orders	  the	  repairs	  to	  be	  done	  or	  
the	  money	  to	  be	  paid	  back.	  
Everybody	   lives	   the	   courtroom.	   In	   the	  hallways,	  we	  are	  all	  waiting	   for	   the	  elevator	   to	  
arrive	   at	   our	   floor.	   The	   small	   claim	   court	   is	   on	   the	  11th	   floor	  of	   the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  
Court	  and	  the	  elevators	  are	  notoriously	  slow.	  For	  several	  minutes,	  Larry,	  Marie,	  and	  I	  are	  
standing	  five	  feet	  away	  from	  Steve,	  who	  studiously	  look	  away	  from	  us.	  	  	  
Several	  times,	  Larry	  says	  loud	  and	  clear	  for	  Steve	  to	  hear:	  	  
“He	  is	  too	  stupid	  to	  make	  a	  good	  lie.	  I	  shamed	  him.	  Even	  the	  judge	  couldn’t	  believe	  him.	  
He’s	  just	  too	  stupid.”	  
Steve	   does	   not	   say	   anything.	   He	   calmly	   takes	   some	  water	   from	   the	   fountain,	   buying	  
some	   time	   and	   giving	   himself	   some	   countenance.	  Meanwhile,	  Marie	   stays	   silent	   and	  
nods	   approvingly	   to	   Larry.	   It	   is	   only	   outside	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court,	   on	   Cadman	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Plaza,	  that	  Marie	  will	  add	  to	  Larry’s	  flow	  of	  disparaging	  comments	  and	  mockery	  towards	  
Steve.	  
For	  the	  judge,	  the	  dispute	  is	  between	  a	  contractor	  and	  a	  client	  who	  could	  not	  agree	  on	  
the	  nature	  of	  their	  contract.	  For	  Steve,	  Larry,	  Miss	  Jean,	  Marie	  and	  me,	  the	  conflict	  was	  
embedded	   in	   relationships	   that	   are	  not	   captured	  by	   the	  official	  definition	  of	   the	   legal	  
dispute.	  Steve	  is	  not	  only	  a	  building	  contractor	  who	  has	  not	  done	  the	  work	  he	  was	  paid	  
to	  do.	  Miss	  Jean	  and	  Larry	  are	  not	  only,	  and	  primarily,	  cheated	  clients.	  The	  relationship	  
between	  the	  two	  sides	  is	  much	  more	  layered	  –	  and	  it	  is	  in	  these	  layers	  that	  Larry’s	  words	  
“He’s	  too	  stupid	  to	  make	  a	  good	  lie”	  take	  their	  full	  meaning.	  	  
Miss	   Jean,	   Larry	  and	  Steve	  have	  a	   long	   lasting	   relationship.	   Steve	  has	   for	   several	   year	  
done	   repairs	   and	   maintenance	   for	   Miss	   Jean	   and	   Larry.	   Miss	   Jean	   has	   developed	   a	  
motherly	  affection	  for	  Steve	  and	  she	  wants	  to	  turn	  him	  from	  an	  independent	  contractor	  
into	  a	  more	  complete	  real	  estate	  professional.	  Under	  the	  advice	  and	  mentoring	  of	  Larry	  
and	  Miss	   Jean,	   Steve	   has	   bought	   a	   three-­‐unit	   house,	   in	   which	   he	   lives.	   He	   has	   two-­‐
tenants.	  
The	  transition	  from	  small-­‐time	  contractor	  to	  landlord	  is	  a	  common	  one	  in	  Larry	  and	  Miss	  
Jean’s	  economic	  world.	  Giovanna’s	   father	  was	  a	   contractor	  and	  handyman	  and	   slowly	  
bought	   five	  buildings,	   totaling	  more	   than	   thirty	  apartments,	   in	  Bushwick	   in	   the	  1970s,	  
1980s	  and	  1990s.	  Larry	  wants	  Andres,	  also	  a	  handyman	  and	  construction	  worker,	  to	  use	  
his	  six-­‐figure	  buy-­‐out	  from	  the	  Harlem	  Deal	  to	  buy	  a	  small	  apartment	  building.	  Herbert	  
was	  a	  successful	  plumber	  in	  East	  New	  York	  before	  buying	  a	  building	  and	  a	  club.	  Rick	  has	  
a	   maintenance	   company	   with	   two	   young	   employees	   and	   owns	   also	   a	   small	   building.	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More	  generally,	  many	  small	  landlords	  in	  Larry’s	  network	  are	  independent	  workers	  with	  
a	   significant	   experience	  of	  manual	   labor.	   Luis	   has	   an	   electronic	   repair	   shop	   and	  owns	  
eight	  buildings.	  Raul	  did	  technical	  maintenance	  in	  a	  medical	  school	  at	  a	  major	  university	  
in	  NY	  before	  he	  retired.	  He	  owns	  a	  six-­‐unit	  building	   in	  Bushwick	  that	  he	  bought	   in	  the	  
early	  1990s.	  	  
Becoming	   a	   small	   landlord,	   Steve	   was	   following	   a	   pathway	   that	   many	   other	   small	  
landlords	  had	   followed	  before	  him.	  Miss	   Jean	  and	   Larry	  pushed	  him	   in	   that	  direction.	  
But	  Steve	  failed	  to	  make	  a	  successful	  transition	  towards	  the	  role	  of	  landlord.	  He	  did	  not	  
manage	  well	  enough	  this	  new	  role	  and	  he	  was	  never	  able	  to	  make	  enough	  profit	  to	  pay	  
back	   his	   mortgage.	   Steve	   repeatedly	   asked	   Miss	   Jean	   for	   financial	   help,	   leveraging,	  
according	  to	  Larry,	  the	  affection	  she	  has	  for	  him.	  It	  is	  in	  this	  context	  that	  Miss	  Jean	  has	  
given	  a	  small	  construction	  job	  –	  the	  $5,000	  job	  –	  to	  Steve	  to	  help	  him	  with	  his	  mortgage	  
payments.	  	  
Larry’s	   harsh	  words	   do	   not	   so	  much	   underscore	   Steve’s	   lack	   of	   technical	   skills	   in	   the	  
construction	   industry,	   work	   ethic	   or	   honesty	   in	   contracting.	   These	   are	   qualities	   that	  
Larry	  would	  deny	  to	  Steve,	  but	  they	  are	  not	  the	  primary	  target	  of	  Larry’s	  words.	  Larry	  
does	  not	  care	  that	  Steve	  has	  cheated	  on	  the	  contract.	  Larry	  points	  more	  essentially	  to	  
Steve’s	   lack	   of	   smarts	   and	   skills	   in	   “playing	   the	   game”.	   Steve	   is	   “too	   stupid”	   to	   be	   a	  
landlord	   because	   he	   is	   too	   stupid	   to	  make	  up	   a	   credible	   lie	   to	   a	   judge,	   to	  ward	   off	   a	  
difficult	  situation	   in	  court.	  Steve	  cannot	  navigate	  the	   legal	  system	  without	  “putting	  his	  
foot	   in	   his	  mouth”.	   Steve	   cannot	   use	   the	   legal	   system	   to	   his	   own	   advantage	   as	   Larry	  
thinks	   he	   can.	   Steve	   immediately	   gets	   caught	   as	   an	   unsophisticated	   liar.	   That	   is	   why	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Larry	   thinks	  he	   shamed	  Steve	   in	  court	   today.	  The	  court	   is	   then	  conceived	  as	  an	  arena	  
where	  some	  essential	  skills	  and	  competences	  for	  being	  a	  successful	  landlord	  are	  tested.	  
If	   Steve	   gets	   caught	   by	   a	   judge	   in	   a	   mundane	   dispute	   between	   a	   landlord	   and	   a	  
contractor,	  he	  probably	  cannot	   sustain	   successfully	  a	  dispute	  with	  a	   tenant,	  when	   the	  
system	   is	  believed	  to	  be	  biased	  against	   the	   landlord.	  Steve	   failed	  a	   test	  –	  not	   the	  one	  
justice	  but	  the	  one	  of	  playing	  the	  housing	  game.	  
The	  failed	  test	  also	  revealed	  another	  attribute	  of	  Steve.	  All	  Steve	  can	  do,	  in	  Larry’s	  view,	  
is	   to	   hustle	   money	   from	   the	   people	   who	   give	   him	   support.	   Steve	   is	   “too	   stupid”	   to	  
understand	   who	   truly	   are	   his	   allies	   in	   the	   housing	   market	   –	   Larry	   and	   Miss	   Jean.	   It	  
confirms	   another	   of	   Larry’s	   cherished	   stock	   phrase	   “It’s	   your	   own	   who	   fuck	   you	   the	  
best”.	  
A	   few	   months	   later,	   Larry	   and	   I	   would	   meet	   again	   randomly	   Steve	   at	   the	   Brooklyn	  
Housing	  Court.	  He	  comes	  to	  us	  and	  respectfully	  says	  hi	  to	  Larry	  and	  I,	  while	  Larry	  greets	  
him	  with	  ceremony	  and	  an	  air	  of	  superiority.	  Steve	  makes	  a	  few	  jokes,	  which	  receive	  a	  
polite	  yet	  jaded	  response	  from	  Larry.	  Shortly,	  Steve	  leaves	  us	  and	  Larry	  moves	  on	  to	  the	  
next	  issue.	  	  
Larry	  piggybacks	  on	  the	  judge’s	  decision,	  but	  he	  reverses	  its	  meaning.	  The	  decision	  does	  
not	   so	   much	   prove	   that	   Steve	   is	   dishonest,	   but	   that	   Steve	   is	   a	   pathetic	   loser	   in	   the	  
housing	   game.	   The	   judge’s	   decision	   is	   re-­‐appropriated	   and	   inscribed	   into	   this	   conflict	  
and	   understood	   using	   interpretative	   lenses	   that	   are	   internal	   to	   the	   conflict,	   not	  
according	   to	   the	   rules	  of	   law.	   In	   the	  hallways,	   the	   legal	  dispute	   is	  given	  back	  some	   its	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“flesh”.	   It	   becomes	  again	  an	   interpersonal	   conflict,	  with	   its	   layered	  meanings,	  history,	  
and	  emotions.	  	  
RE-­‐SUBSTANTIATION	  OF	  CONFLICT	  IN	  THE	  HALLWAYS:	  THE	  LAZARO	  SIBLINGS	  VS.	  LUIS	  
The	  re-­‐substantiation	  of	  conflict	  in	  the	  hallways	  can	  take	  a	  more	  violent	  tone,	  and	  does	  
not	  necessarily	  wait	  for	  the	  judge	  to	  reach	  a	  decision.	  	  
It	  is	  the	  case	  in	  the	  conflict	  between	  Luis,	  the	  owner	  of	  eight	  buildings	  in	  Brooklyn	  and	  
represented	   in	   court	   by	   Larry	   and	  Erin,	   and	   the	   Lazaro	   siblings,	   Francisco	   and	   Sophia,	  
two	  of	  Luis’	  tenants.	  	  
The	  siblings	  are	  probably	  in	  their	  50s.	  They	  live	  together	  in	  a	  section	  8	  apartment,	  leased	  
to	  Sophia.	  They	  claim	  the	  apartment	  has	  deteriorated	  since	  the	  initial	  visit	  of	  the	  section	  
8	  caseworker,	  especially	  the	  windows.	  Francisco	  and	  Sophia	  are	  represented	  by	  a	  young	  
lawyer	  whom	  Larry	  and	   I	  meet	   for	   the	   first	   time.	   Luis	  does	  not	   come	   to	   the	  Brooklyn	  
Housing	   Court.	   He	   prefers	   to	   stay	   working	   in	   his	   repair	   electric	   store.	   Present	   at	   the	  
Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court	   is	   also	   a	   lawyer	   for	   the	   New	   York	   City	   Housing	   Authority	  
(NYCHA).	  It	  is	  the	  agency	  in	  charge	  of	  administering	  the	  section	  8	  program	  in	  New	  York	  
City.	  	  
In	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court,	  Larry	  keeps	  insulting	  both	  Francisco	  and	  
Sophia.	   Sophia	   is	   a	   prostitute	   and	  a	   crack-­‐head,	   he	   tells	   Erin	   and	   I,	   loudly	   so	   that	   the	  
siblings	  can	  hear	  him.	  Francisco	  is	  a	  conman	  who	  gets	  blowjobs	  from	  his	  toothless	  sister,	  
he	   yells.	   The	   Lazaro	   siblings	   do	   not	   respond	   to	   these	   attacks.	   They	   put	   as	   much	   as	  
distance	  as	  they	  can	  with	  Larry	  or	  they	  seek	  refuge	  inside	  the	  courtroom	  to	  avoid	  being	  
in	  the	  presence	  of	  Larry.	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The	  tension	   is	  so	  high	  that	  when	  the	  parties	  appear	  briefly	   in	  front	  of	  the	   judge,	  Larry	  
talks	  too	  forcefully	  and	  aggressively	  to	  the	  judge.	  The	  judge	  demands	  a	  calmer	  attitude	  
from	  Larry.	  It	  is	  rare	  for	  Larry	  to	  lose	  temper	  in	  front	  of	  a	  judge.	  	  
After	   this	  brief	   appearance,	  we	  are	  all	   standing	   in	   the	   crowded	  hallways	  of	   the	   court.	  
The	   Lazaro	   siblings	   are	  at	  one	  end	  of	   the	   corridors,	   and	  we	  are	   standing	  at	   the	  other	  
end.	  The	  lawyer	  of	  Francisco	  and	  Sophia	  is	  strangely	  wandering	  around,	  away	  from	  his	  
clients.	  Slowly,	  he	  is	  approaching	  us.	  There	  is	  too	  much	  detachment	  in	  his	  attitude,	  and	  
Larry	  guesses	  the	  lawyer	  is	  not	  strongly	  attached	  to	  his	  clients.	  	  
Out	  of	  the	  blue	  and	  without	  proper	  introduction,	  Larry	  asks	  the	  lawyer	  how	  much	  does	  
he	  get	  paid	  by	  the	  Lazaro	  siblings.	  	  
Strangely,	  the	  lawyer	  answers	  Larry’s	  question.	  He	  does	  not	  get	  paid	  by	  the	  Lazaros,	  he	  
says.	  His	  presence	  is	  a	  favor	  he	  gives	  to	  someone	  else,	  he	  adds.	  	  
Hearing	  this	  answer,	  Larry	  laughs.	  He	  asks	  who	  is	  that	  person.	  	  
The	  lawyer	  says	  he	  cannot	  answer.	  	  
Larry	  laughs	  again.	  Someone	  is	  going	  to	  get	  fucked	  by	  Francisco,	  says	  Larry.	  	  
The	  lawyer	  looks	  at	  Larry	  intrigued,	  asking	  in	  silence	  to	  keep	  speaking.	  	  
The	  lawyer	  of	  NYCHA	  is	  approaching.	  He	  wants	  to	  hear	  the	  story	  that	  Larry	  is	  about	  to	  
tell.	  	  
Larry	   explains	   that	   he	   met	   Francisco	   Lazaro	   in	   a	   barbershop	   in	   the	   Bronx.	   Francisco	  
convinced	   Larry	   they	   could	   make	   real	   estate	   deals	   together.	   Indeed,	   Larry	   has	   few	  
connections	   in	   the	   Bronx.	   He	   is	   “a	   schmuck	   form	   Brooklyn”,	   not	   from	   the	   Bronx.	  
Francisco	   seemed	   to	  be	   an	  entry	  point	   to	   this	  market	   and	   Larry	  decided	   to	   introduce	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Francisco	   to	   the	   “old	   man”,	   Leonard,	   the	   wealthy	   real	   estate	   investor	   whom	   Larry	  
reveres.	  	  
Maintaining	  Larry’s	  hopes	  for	  future	  deals,	  Francisco	  asked	  Larry	  to	  help	  his	  sister	  Sophia	  
finding	  an	  apartment	  in	  Brooklyn	  that	  would	  accept	  her	  section	  8	  housing	  voucher.	  Larry	  
asked	  Luis	  for	  this	  favor.	  At	  Larry’s	  request,	  Luis	  gave	  Sophia	  an	  apartment.	  	  
Only	  later,	  did	  Larry	  find	  that	  both	  Francisco	  and	  his	  sister	  were	  living	  in	  the	  apartment.	  
He	  understood	  then	  that	  Francisco	  had	  no	  significant	  business	  ties	  to	  property	  owners	  in	  
the	  Bronx.	  If	  he	  had	  such	  entrenchment,	  as	  Larry	  assumed	  he	  had,	  Francisco	  would	  not	  
be	   living	  with	  his	   sister	  on	  a	   section	  8	  voucher.	  And	   indeed,	   Larry	   says,	   Francisco	  was	  
never	  able	  introduce	  Larry	  to	  anyone.	  Larry	  ends	  the	  story	  laughing	  and	  repeating	  that	  
Francisco	  is	  just	  a	  conman.	  Pointing	  to	  Francisco	  at	  the	  other	  end	  of	  the	  corridor,	  he	  says	  
to	  the	  men	  who	  listen	  that	  it	  is	  enough	  to	  look	  at	  his	  briefcase,	  his	  neat	  navy-­‐blue	  blazer,	  
his	  well-­‐ironed	   light	   pants,	   and	  his	  well-­‐combed	  hair,	   dressed	   as	   someone	  going	  on	   a	  
cruise,	  next	  to	  his	  tired-­‐looking,	  heavily	  wrinkled	  and	  emaciated	  sister,	  with	  the	  flowery	  
dress,	  to	  understand	  that	  Francisco	  is	  a	  con-­‐artist.	  	  
Larry	  was	   coned,	  he	  admits.	  He	  adds	   that	  now	   they	  are	   trying	   to	   con	   Luis.	  He	   cannot	  
accept	   it.	   It	   is	   Larry’s	   fault	   that	   the	   Lazaro	   siblings	   are	   now	   tenants	   of	   Luis.	   He	  
recommended	  them.	  And	  the	  young	  lawyer	  will	  be	  coned	  too,	  Larry	  adds,	  laughing.	  
The	  young	  lawyer	  does	  not	  have	  time	  to	  answer	  anything	  to	  Larry.	  The	  lawyer	  of	  NYCHA,	  
asks	  Larry	  who	  exactly	  is	  he.	  
Larry	   explains,	   mysteriously,	   that	   he	   does	   not	   like	   to	   see	   his	   people	   being	   taken	  
advantage	  of.	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The	  Lawyer	  of	  NYCHA	  interjects	  and	  with	  an	  amused	  smile	  asks:	  
“Are	  you	  one	  of	  this	  self-­‐titled	  ‘legal-­‐aid	  for	  landlords’,	  like	  ____?”	  	  
The	   lawyer	   gives	   a	   name	   that	   I	   have	   never	   heard	   before.	   Larry	   does	   not	   know	  either	  
whom	  the	  lawyer	  is	  referring	  to.	  But,	  showing	  that	  he	  has	  understood	  what	  the	  lawyer	  is	  
talking	  about,	  Larry	  immediately	  says	  that	  the	  system	  is	  prejudiced	  against	  landlords	  and	  
that	   people	   like	   Francisco	   take	   advantage	   of	   it.	   The	   lawyer	   of	   NYCHA	   nods,	   implying,	  
that	  yes	  indeed,	  Larry	  is	  similar	  to	  the	  self-­‐appointed	  “legal-­‐aid	  for	  landlord”68.	  
Larry	  repeatedly	  warns	  the	  lawyer.	  Francisco	  will	  trick	  him.	  The	  lawyer	  does	  not	  answer	  
to	  Larry.	  He	  sketches	  a	  forced	  smile,	  and,	  while	  Larry	  makes	  again	  insulting	  jokes	  about	  
Francisco	  and	  Sophia,	  he	  wanders	  away,	  uneasy.	  	  
Larry’s	  extreme	  verbal	  violence	  is	  conceived	  as	  a	  reminder,	  and	  a	  warning,	  to	  Francisco	  
and	   Sophia.	  He	   knows	   their	   “true”	   identity	   as	   con-­‐artists	   –	   Larry	  wants	   to	  make	   clear	  
that	  he	  is	  not	  duped	  by	  what	  he	  sees	  as	  a	  comical,	  yet	  outrageous,	  performance	  of	  poor	  
decent	  tenants	  by	  the	  siblings.	  It	  is	  also	  addressed	  to	  the	  two	  lawyers.	  The	  conflict	  is	  not	  
about	   windows	   in	   Luis’	   run-­‐down	   building,	   he	   tells	   them.	   There	   is	   a	   more	   tortuous	  
conflict	  at	  play,	  implicating	  more	  “real”	  identities,	  a	  conman	  and	  a	  crack-­‐head,	  than	  the	  
pretended	  ones.	  	  
To	   the	   lawyers,	   Larry	   is	   both	   amusing	   and	   embarrassing.	   They	   are	   curious	   about	   his	  
stories.	  But	  these	  details	  have	  little	  relevance	  to	  them.	  The	  NYCHA	  lawyer	  casts	  Larry	  as	  
a	   colorful	   character,	  while	   Larry	   is	   trying	   to	  be	   serious.	   The	  other	   lawyer	   slowly	  drifts	  
away	  from	  the	  uncomfortable	  conversation.	  In	  the	  end,	  Larry	  cannot	  make	  the	  lawyers	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68	  Legal	  aid	  is	  open	  to	  both	  tenants	  and	  landlords.	  I	  have	  heard	  only	  once	  of	  a	  landlord	  using	  regularly	  legal	  aid.	  It	  was	  
a	  young	  (less	  than	  30)	  educated	  (PhD)	  landlord	  in	  Queens,	  NY.	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see	   the	   reality	   from	   his	   standpoint.	   Similarly,	   Erin	   and	  Marie,	   Larry’s	   lawyers,	   always	  
become	  nervous	  when	  Larry	   is	  angry	   in	  Housing	  Court	  and	  repeatedly	  ask	  him	  to	  calm	  
down	  –	  in	  vain.	  
The	  hallways	  have	   certain	  proprieties	   that	  offer	  opportunities	   for	   a	  peculiar	  meaning-­‐
making	   activity.	   The	  opposing	  parties	   can	  use	   this	   peripheral	   space	   to	   re-­‐substantiate	  
their	   legal	  dispute,	   to	   re-­‐create	  a	  more	  wholesome	  and	  meaningful	   conflict,	   reversing	  
the	   frustrating	   abstraction	   that	   takes	   place	   inside	   the	   courtroom.	   There	   is	   some	  
satisfaction	  for	  Larry	  in	  revealing	  what	  he	  believes	  is	  the	  “true”	  identity	  of	  Francisco	  and	  
in	   degrading	   further	   Steve	   according	   to	   his	   own	   standard	   of	   value.	   This	   activity	   is	  
expressive	  and	  compensatory	   in	  nature.	   It	   is	  an	  end	   in	   itself.	   It	  alleviates	  and	  balances	  
temporarily	  the	  experience	  of	  an	  estranged	  yet	  powerful,	  i.e.	  a	  resented,	  legal	  system.	  	  	  
SHOUTS	  AND	  INSULTS	  DURING	  QUENTIN’S	  EVICTION	  
The	  hallways	  are	  not	   the	  only	  space	  where	   the	  practice	  of	   re-­‐substantiation	  of	  a	   legal	  
dispute	   can	  happen.	   Larry’s	  behavior	  during	   the	  eviction	  of	  Quentin,	   a	   tenant	  of	  Miss	  
Jean,	  shows	  that	  this	  activity	  can	  exist	  elsewhere,	  in	  apparently	  different	  conditions.	  The	  
detailed	   description	   of	   Quentin’s	   eviction	   will	   help	   to	   outline	   more	   precisely	   the	  
dynamics	   at	   play	   when	   Larry	   shouts	   insults	   at	   tenants	   in	   the	   hallways	   or	   during	   an	  
eviction.	  
*	  
On	  the	  phone,	  the	  marshal	  who	  will	  proceed	  to	  Quentin’s	  eviction	  says	  to	  Larry	  that	  we	  
will	  meet	   in	   an	  hour	   and	  half.	  Quentin,	   a	  black	  male,	   probably	   in	  his	   40’s	  or	   50’s	   is	   a	  
struggling	   documentary	   filmmaker.	   He	   is	   a	   tenant	   of	  Miss	   Jean	   and	   he	   lives	   in	   a	   tiny	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studio	  apartment.	  Quentin	  has	  not	  paid	  rent	  in	  five	  months.	  Miss	  Jean	  is	  a	  landlord	  that	  
Larry	  represents	  and	  with	  whom	  he	  has	  multiple	  personal	  and	  business	  ties.	  	  
Across	   the	   hallway	   from	   Quentin,	   Larry	   rents	   an	   apartment,	   a	   small	   one-­‐bedroom	  
apartment.	  On	  the	  first	  and	  second	  floor	  of	  the	  building,	  Miss	  Jean	  lives,	  alone,	   in	  two	  
large	  two-­‐bedroom	  apartments.	  She	  is	  a	  black	  retired	  nurse,	  in	  her	  early	  80s.	  She	  bought	  
the	  building	  in	  the	  early	  1970s	  during	  the	  white	  flight	  from	  Brooklyn.	  It	  is	  located	  at	  the	  
border	  of	  Prospect	  Heights	  and	  Park	  Slope,	  not	  far	  from	  the	  new	  Barclays	  arena,	  is	  now	  
worth	  more	  than	  1.5	  million	  dollars	  according	  to	  Larry.	  	  	  
Larry	   is	   surprisingly	  happy	  when	   the	  marshal	   tells	  him	  he	  has	   to	  wait	   an	  hour	  and	  an	  
half.	  	  
It	   is	   the	   middle	   of	   the	   day,	   during	   the	   week,	   and	   Larry	   would	   have	   normally	   been	  
unhappy	  to	  waste	  so	  much	  time.	  We	  would	  have	  rushed	  off	  to	  a	  different	  place,	  to	  Miss	  
Wilson’s	  office	  in	  lower	  Manhattan	  or	  to	  the	  P.E.B	  Group	  in	  Times-­‐Square.	  	  
In	  fact,	  the	  marshal	  is	  not	  late.	  He	  will	  arrive	  at	  the	  scheduled	  time.	  It	  is	  we,	  Larry	  and	  I,	  
who	  are	  ninety	  minutes	  early	  for	  the	  meeting.	  	  
Larry	  points	  to	  a	  coffee	  shop	  and	  says	  that	  we	  are	  going	  to	  wait	  for	  the	  marshal	  and	  the	  
locksmith	  in	  this	  place.	  	  
The	  coffee	  shop	  is	  finely	  decorated,	  with	  wooden	  panels,	  French-­‐style	  bistro	  tables	  with	  
marble	  tops,	  and	  an	  expansive	  counter	  made	  of	  solid	  wood	  and	  glass	  with	  a	  retro	  style.	  
It	   is	   a	   place	   that	   local	   gentrifiers	   patronize	  with	   their	   laptop.	   I	   have	   never	   seen	   Larry	  
going	  to	  that	  kind	  of	  place,	  where	  his	  working-­‐class	  attire,	  his	  mode	  of	  talking,	  “I’m	  loud	  
and	  boisterous”	  he	  often	   says,	   and	  his	  age	   stand	  out.	   Larry	   is	  usually	  more	  at	  ease	   in	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places	  with	  a	  clearer	  working	  class	  identity	  such	  as	  Jimmy’s	  Diner,	  where	  coffee	  is	  still	  at	  
$1	  or	  $1.25,	  where	  a	  full	  breakfast	  or	  a	  lunch	  can	  be	  ordered	  for	  less	  than	  $8,	  and	  where	  
the	  New	  York	  Post	  and	  the	  Daily	  News	  are	  always	  on	  display	  for	  customers	  to	  comment	  
and	  joke	  about	  the	  latest	  political	  or	  sex	  scandal.	  In	  the	  coffee	  shop	  for	  gentrifiers,	  one	  
would	  be	  hard	  pressed	  to	  find	  the	  New	  York	  Post.	  	  
The	   choice	   of	   Larry	   is	   all	   the	  more	   surprising,	   that	   he	   finds	   the	   place	   extraordinarily	  
expensive.	  He	  refuses	  to	  order	  anything	  until	  I	  say	  I	  will	  pay	  for	  it.	  Above	  all,	  we	  are	  only	  
thirty	  meters	  from	  the	  building	  where	  Larry	  lives.	  We	  could	  easily	  stay	  in	  his	  apartment,	  
or	  we	  could	  pay	  a	  visit	   to	  Miss	   Jean,	  or	  even	  we	  could	  stay	   in	   the	  car,	  which	  him	  and	  
Miss	  Jean	  share,	  that	  is	  parked	  in	  front	  of	  the	  building.	  	  
In	  spite	  of	  all	  of	  this,	  Larry	  has	  chosen	  this	  coffee	  shop.	  And	  Larry	  has	  chosen	  to	  arrive	  
ninety	  minutes	  early.	  In	  the	  next	  hour	  and	  half,	  in	  the	  coffee	  shop,	  Larry	  wants	  to	  watch	  
Miss	  Jean’s	  building.	  From	  inside	  the	  coffee	  shop,	  he	  can	  monitor	  the	  traffic,	  the	  in-­‐and-­‐
out	  of	  the	  building,	  without	  being	  seen.	  
Larry	   is	   interested	   to	   see	   if	   Quentin	   still	   lives	   in	   Miss	   jean’s	   building	   or	   if	   he	   has	  
disappeared	  leaving	  all	  his	  stuff	  inside	  the	  apartment.	  He	  has	  the	  intuition	  that	  Quentin	  
has	   not	   clearly	   understood	   that	   the	   eviction	  was	   supposed	   to	   take	   place	   imminently.	  
Quentin	   has	   received	   the	   eviction	   notice,	   “he	   has	   been	   served	   properly”.	   Usually	  
tenants	  do	  not	  wait	  for	  the	  eviction	  to	  happen.	  When	  they	  receive	  the	  eviction	  notice,	  
tenants	   leave	   the	  apartment	   in	  advance	  of	   the	   fixed	  date.	   In	   the	  past	  week,	  Larry	  has	  
not	  seen	  any	  signs	  of	  Quentin	  moving	  out	  from	  his	  studio,	  and	  it	  has	  surprised	  Larry.	  A	  
new	  scenario	  has	  emerged	  in	  his	  mind	  –	  the	  eviction	  could	  take	  Quentin	  by	  surprise.	  The	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eviction	  could	  be	  the	  actual	  removal	  of	  someone	  from	  his	  apartment.	  Larry	  enjoys	  this	  
perspective	   and	   he	   has	   carefully	   set	   up	   the	   situation	   to	  make	   it	   happen.	   That	   is	  why	  
Larry	  does	  not	  want	  to	  be	  seen	  by	  Quentin.	  He	  is	  afraid	  that	  if	  Quentin	  sees	  him,	  he	  will	  
understand	   that	   the	   eviction	   is	   about	   to	   happen	   and	   he	   will	   leave	   the	   apartment	  
immediately.	  Larry	  wants	   to	  observe,	   to	  gain	   information,	  without	  being	  observed.	  He	  
wants	  to	  surprise	  Quentin	  before	  the	  tenant	  knows	  what	  is	  happening	  to	  him.	  
After	  an	  hour	  and	  an	  half,	  we	  have	  not	  seen	  anyone	  coming	  in	  or	  out	  of	  the	  building.	  No	  
sign	  of	  Quentin.	  The	  marshal	  calls.	  He	  is	  approaching.	  Larry	  and	  I	  leave	  the	  coffee	  shop.	  
Seeing	  Larry,	  the	  marshal	  smiles	  jovially.	  He	  makes	  jokes	  about	  Larry	  getting	  “fancy”	  and	  
making	  now	  evictions	  in	  Park	  Slope,	  instead	  of	  poorer	  neighborhoods	  of	  Brooklyn.	  Larry	  
responds	  that	  the	  tenant	  is	  taking	  advantage	  of	  Miss	  Jean,	  “one	  of	  my	  people”	  he	  says.	  
He	  will	  not	  let	  that	  happen.	  The	  marshal	  is	  a	  white	  male	  probably	  in	  his	  mid-­‐30’s.	  He	  has	  
a	  boyish	   look.	  He	  comes	   from	  a	   family	  of	  marshals,	  a	  very	   lucrative	  “gig”	  according	  to	  
Larry,	  with	   people	   sometimes	   “making	   six	   figures”.	   Larry	   and	   the	  marshal	   know	   each	  
other	  well.	  Larry	  regularly	  uses	  his	  services,	  and	  he	  has	  some	  contacts	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  
the	  marshal’s	   family.	  While	   talking	   with	   Larry,	   the	   young	  marshal	   has	   put	   his	   official	  
badge	  of	  marshal	  around	  his	  neck.	  He	  introduces	  us	  to	  the	  locksmith,	  a	  large	  black	  man	  
probably	  in	  his	  40’s.	  	  
Inside	  the	  building,	  the	  marshal	  knocks	  on	  the	  door	  of	  Quentin’s	  tiny	  studio.	  The	  boyish	  
look	  of	  the	  marshal’s	  face	  has	  disappeared.	  In	  silence,	  I	  am	  standing	  behind	  Larry,	  who	  
stands	  behind	  the	  locksmith	  who,	  tools	  in	  hands,	  stands	  behind	  the	  marshal.	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An	  eviction	  brings	  a	  whole	  crew	  of	  individuals	  against	  the	  tenant.	  Each	  individual	  has	  a	  
specific	  role.	  The	   locksmith’s	  task	   is	   to	  take	  off	   the	  old	   lock,	  without	  the	  assent	  of	  the	  
tenant,	  and	  to	  replace	  it	  with	  a	  new	  one,	  so	  that	  the	  evicted	  tenant	  cannot	  to	  get	  back	  
in	  the	  apartment.	  The	  marshal	  has	  a	  clipboard	  with	  papers	  ready	  to	  officially	  notify	  the	  
tenant	  he	  is	  being	  evicted	  –	  paper	  often	  clipped	  on	  the	  apartment’s	  front	  door.	  He	  is	  the	  
only	   one	   talking	   to	   the	   tenant	   being	   evicted.	   The	   landlord	   or	   her	   agent	   is	   present	   to	  
receive	  the	  new	  set	  of	  keys	  from	  the	  hands	  of	  the	  locksmith.	  He	  also	  needs	  to	  pay	  the	  
marshal	   and	   the	   locksmith.	   Even	   if	   the	   marshal	   acts	   on	   behalf	   of	   the	   judge,	   even	   if	  
officially	   the	  marshal	   is	   a	   state	   agent,	   the	  marshal	   is	   directly	   paid	   and	   chosen	   by	   the	  
landlord.	   A	  marshal	   receives	   between	   $170	   and	   $200	   each	   time	   he	   shows	   up	   for	   an	  
eviction.	  	  
With	   the	   conviction	   and	   style	   of	   a	   cop	   in	   a	  movie,	   the	  marshal	   uses	   his	  whole	   fist	   to	  
knock	  on	  the	  door	  of	  Quentin.	   It	  makes	  a	   loud	  and	  heavy	  sound,	  and	  the	  door	  shakes	  
under	  the	  weigh	  of	  his	  fist.	   In	  our	  popular	  culture	  such	  a	  way	  of	  knocking	  on	  door	  has	  
acquired	  a	  simple	  meaning.	   It	   is	  the	  unique	  sound	  of	  the	  police	  coming	  to	  exercise	  his	  
force	  on	  an	   individual	   in	  her	  private	  space.	  No	  one	  else	  knock	   likes	   that.	  But	   the	  door	  
remains	  closed.	  The	  city	  marshal	  shouts	  his	  title,	  his	  name,	  and	  calls	  for	  Quentin	  by	  his	  
full	  name.	  He	  mentions	  the	  eviction	  warrant	  from	  the	  housing	  court.	  	  
The	  eviction	  has	  officially	  started.	  
Down	  the	  stairs,	  Miss	  Jean,	  who	  lives	  on	  the	  first	  two	  floors	  of	  the	  building,	  is	  listening	  
and	  watching	  us.	  Larry	  quickly	  asks	  Miss	  Jean	  to	  go	  back	  inside	  her	  apartment.	  He	  does	  
not	  want	  her	  to	  see	  the	  eviction	  process.	  Miss	  Jean	  obeys	  to	  Larry.	  While	  the	  marshal	  is	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making	  his	  announcements,	  Larry	  says	  he	  is	  enjoying	  the	  moment.	  The	  locksmith	  looks	  
at	  Larry	  with	  a	  stern	  disproving	  eye,	  but	  he	  does	  not	  say	  anything.	  	  
Larry	  hopes	  that	  Quentin	  is	  still	  in	  the	  apartment.	  	  	  
Quentin	  opens	  the	  door.	  The	  marshal	  enters	  the	  apartment.	  I	  did	  not	  hear	  if	  he	  asks	  the	  
permission	   to	   enter	   to	   Quentin.	   The	   marshal	   starts	   talking	   to	   Quentin	   inside	   the	  
apartment,	   in	   the	  middle	   of	   the	   single	   room,	   far	   away	   from	   the	   entrance	   door.	  He	   is	  
showing	  Quentin	  official	  papers.	  It	   leaves	  space	  to	  the	  locksmith	  for	  doing	  his	  work	  on	  
the	  door,	   partly	   hidden	   from	   the	   view	  of	   the	   tenant,	  who	   cannot	   really	   see	  what	   the	  
locksmith	  is	  doing.	  	  
The	   locksmith	   starts	   immediately	   to	   unscrew	   the	   lock.	   On	   his	   knee,	   he	   blocks	   the	  
passage	  to	  Larry.	  With	  the	  drill,	  a	  screwdriver	  and	  a	  hammer,	  the	  locksmith	  easily	  takes	  
off	  the	  lock	  from	  the	  door.	  It	  is	  a	  matter	  of	  a	  few	  seconds.	  
Quentin	  is	  surprised.	  	  
Quentin	  wants	  to	  talk	  to	  Miss	  Jean.	  He	  asks	  the	  marshal	  if	  the	  landlord	  can	  call	  off	  the	  
eviction	  process.	  The	  marshal	  answers	  affirmatively.	  	  
Quentin	  tries	  to	  call	  Miss	  Jean	  from	  his	  cell	  phone.	  Seeing	  this	  from	  the	  corridor,	  Larry	  
starts	   yelling	   at	   and	   insulting	   Quentin.	   He	   orders	   Quentin	   not	   to	   call	   Miss	   Jean.	   His	  
shouts	   are	   ineffective	   to	   stop	   Quentin.	   Larry	   then	   tries	   to	   enter	   the	   apartment	   to	  
physically	   prevent	   Quentin	   from	   making	   the	   phone	   call.	   Immediately,	   the	   locksmith	  
stands	  up	  and	  blocks	  the	  entrance	  of	  the	  apartment	  to	  Larry.	  He	  bars	  the	  door	  with	  his	  
arms.	   He	   demands	   several	   times	   to	   Larry	   to	   step	   back.	   The	   assertive	   tone	   of	   the	  
locksmith	  does	  not	   leave	  any	  room	  for	  Larry	  to	  discuss	  the	  order.	  Larry	  obeys	  him	  but	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shouts	   again	   at	  Quentin	   not	   to	   call	  Miss	   Jean.	   He	   insults	   him	   calling	   him	   “leech”	   and	  
“motherfucker”	   –	   even	   if	   as	   usual	   he	   uses	   the	   third	   person	   as	   if	   he	   was	   not	   talking	  
directly	  to	  Quentin.	  
Suddenly,	   Larry	   turns	   his	   back	   from	   the	   locksmith	   and	   storms	   to	   the	   first	   floor.	   He	   is	  
shouting	   now	   to	  Miss	   Jean.	   He	   bangs	   on	   her	   door	   demanding	   her	   not	   to	   answer	   the	  
phone	   call.	   She	  does	  not	   respond	   to	   Larry	   and	   she	  does	  not	   answer	  Quentin’s	   phone	  
call.	  
Quentin	  is	  now	  forced	  to	  leave	  the	  apartment.	  He	  asks	  if	  he	  has	  time	  to	  pack	  his	  stuff.	  
Nothing	  is	  ready	  in	  his	  apartment.	  The	  marshal	  answers	  negatively,	  but	  he	  gives	  Quentin	  
five	  minutes	  to	  pack	  the	  minimum	  he	  needs.	  	  
Quentin	  leaves	  the	  apartment	  with	  a	  small	  backpack,	  a	  laptop	  on	  one	  hand,	  and	  a	  bike	  
helmet	  on	  the	  other	  hand.	  	  
On	  the	  first	  floor,	  Larry	  has	  been	  able	  finally	  to	  get	  Miss	  Jean	  to	  open	  her	  door.	  He	  talks	  
to	  her	  inside	  her	  apartment,	  probably	  telling	  her	  not	  to	  grant	  any	  mercy	  to	  Quentin.	  
When	  Quentin	  is	  going	  down	  the	  stairs,	  followed	  by	  the	  marshal	  and	  the	  locksmith,	  he	  
walks	  by	  Miss	  Jean’s	  apartment	  door.	  Miss	  Jean	  and	  Larry	  exit	  the	  apartment	  and	  face	  
Quentin.	  Quentin	  stops	  at	  the	  level	  of	  Miss	  jean.	  	  
He	   starts	   apologizing	   to	   her.	   He	   will	   pay	   every	   penny	   he	   owes	   her,	   he	   says	   with	  
solemnity.	  	  
Larry	  shouts	  he	  is	  a	  “loser”	  and	  a	  “lazy	  motherfucker”.	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Miss	  Jean,	  with	  tears	   in	  her	  eyes,	  turns	  to	  Larry	  who	   is	  behind	  her	  and	  shouts	  back	  to	  
him:	   “Stop	   it!	   Stop	   it!”	   The	   marshal	   and	   the	   locksmith	   nudge	   Quentin	   toward	   the	  
building’s	  exit	  to	  end	  this	  painful	  situation.	  	  
Quentin	  is	  finally	  out	  the	  building.	  	  
Miss	  Jean	  is	  still	  outside	  the	  door	  of	  her	  apartment.	  She	  is	  now	  in	  tears.	  She	  turns	  to	  me	  
and	  says	  with	  outrage	   in	  her	  voice,	  still	  sobbing,	  “He	  [Quentin]	  took	  advantage	  of	  me.	  
He	  took	  advantage	  of	  an	  old	  black	  woman”.	  Larry,	  who	  is	  still	  right	  behind	  her,	  says	  to	  
me	  “She	  is	  in	  shock”.	  He	  tries	  to	  put	  a	  friendly	  hand	  on	  her	  harm.	  She	  swiftly	  avoids	  his	  
contact	  and	  gets	  back	  to	  her	  apartment	  without	  a	  glance	  or	  a	  word	  to	  Larry.	  He	  tells	  me	  
the	  poor	  woman	  is	  in	  shock,	  that	  it	  is	  not	  easy	  for	  her	  to	  evict	  a	  black	  man	  she	  trusted,	  
but	  who	  abused	  of	  her	  kindness.	  
In	  the	  front	  yard,	  Quentin	  is	  unlocking	  in	  silence	  his	  bicycle,	  still	  circled	  by	  the	  marshal	  
and	  the	  locksmith.	  He	  realizes	  he	  does	  not	  know	  where	  to	  go.	  He	  calls	  a	  friend	  on	  his	  cell	  
phone	  and	  he	  explains	  his	  situation.	  He	  asks	  for	  help.	  	  
“Yes	  your	  couch	  is	  fine…	  whatever	  you	  can	  afford...	  $650	  is	  great,	  thank	  you.”	  	  
When	  Larry	  hears	  these	  words,	  he	  yells	  at	  Quentin:	  	  
“You	  should	  have	  done	  that	  before!	  You	  should	  have	  asked	  your	  friend	  for	  money	  when	  
you	  owed	  five	  months	  to	  Miss	  Jean!	  Everybody	  goes	  through	  that.	  Everybody!”	  	  
Larry	   is	   outraged.	   He	   refers	   to	   his	   own	   life,	   when	   he	   had	   to	   live	   for	   two	   years	   in	   a	  
basement	  infested	  by	  rats	  and	  cockroaches	  after	  his	  divorce	  ruined	  him.	  	  
He	  adds	  to	  Quentin	  	  
“But	  all	  you	  could	  do	  is	  to	  take	  advantage	  of	  Miss	  Jean.	  You’re	  a	  leech!”	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Quentin	  does	  not	  reply,	  nor	  acknowledges	  Larry.	  He	  gets	  on	  his	  bicycle	  and	  leaves.	  	  
Larry,	   the	  marshal,	   the	   locksmith	  and	   I	  are	  now	  alone	   in	   the	   front	  yard	  of	  Miss	   Jean’s	  
building.	  Larry	  and	  I	  walk	  back	  the	  two	  men	  to	  their	  car.	  Larry	  explains	  that	  Quentin	  is	  a	  
“professional	  tenant”.	  	  
In	  a	  nod	  to	  the	   locksmith,	  Larry	   insists	  that	  Quentin	  abused	  the	  generosity	  of	  an	  older	  
black	  woman.	  The	  locksmith	  nods	  back	  approvingly.	  Larry	  gives	  the	  check	  to	  the	  marshal	  
and	  the	  two	  men	  leave.	  	  
Alone,	  Larry	  says	  to	  me,	  
“You	  see	  the	  locksmith	  didn’t	  like	  me	  at	  first.	  He	  thought	  I	  was	  this	  white	  guy	  evicting	  a	  
black	  man.	  But	  when	  he	  saw	  Miss	  Jean	  upset	  and	  crying,	  when	  he	  understood	  who	  this	  
motherfucker	  really	  is,	  he	  softened	  with	  me”.	  	  
A	   few	  days	   later,	   Larry	  and	   I	  visit	   the	   two	  Said	  brothers.	   Joe	  and	  Ross,	   in	  a	  store	   they	  
own	  on	  a	  gentrifying	  street	  of	  Brooklyn.	  They	  also	  own	  a	  large	  apartment	  building	  and	  
another	   large	  store,	  which	  they	  inherited	  from	  their	  father.	   It	   is	  a	  courtesy	  visit,	  as	  we	  
do	  almost	  every	  Saturday	  morning.	  Larry	  and	  the	  Saids	  are	  friends.	  They	  also	  try	  to	  be	  
business	  partners.	  	  
Larry	  tells	  them	  how	  he	  evicted	  Quentin.	  He	  proudly	  says	  that	  he	  took	  him	  four	  months	  
to	   get	   the	   eviction	   order.	   Everybody	   laughs.	   “How	   did	   you	   do	   it?”	   says	   Joe.	   “Was	   he	  
stupid?”	  asks	  his	  brother.	  They	  keep	  laughing.	  They	  are	  amazed,	  and	  Larry	  is	  still	  amazed	  
too,	  that	  he	  has	  been	  able	  to	  evict	  someone	  in	  such	  little	  time.	  “He’s	  too	  stupid	  to	  play	  
the	  game”,	  says	  Larry.	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To	  illustrate	  his	  words,	  Larry	  tells	  the	  Said	  brothers	  the	  story	  of	  the	  day	  we	  went	  to	  see	  
someone	   he	   knows	   at	   Social	   Services.	   At	   that	   time,	   Quentin	   believed	   that	   Larry	   was	  
tying	   to	  help	  him	  staying	  put	   in	   the	  apartment.	   Larry	   said	   to	  Quentin	  he	  would	  “hook	  
him	  up”	  with	  someone	  he	  knows,	  so	  that	  they	  could	  find	  an	  arrangement.	  When	  Larry	  
meets	  the	  person	  “he	  knows”,	  they	  talk	  about	  the	  case	  of	  Quentin	  and	  they	  decide	  it	  is	  
better	  for	  Larry	  to	  evict	  Quentin.	  But	  they	  also	  agree	  that	  it	  is	  better	  to	  keep	  the	  fiction	  
that	  Larry	  may	  find	  a	  solution	  for	  Quentin.	  It	  would	  ensure	  Quentin’s	  cooperation	  for	  a	  
while,	  which	  would	  make	  easier	  the	  proceedings	  in	  court.	  	  
Joe	  and	  Ross	  Said	  laugh	  heartedly.	  Larry	  played	  a	  good	  trick	  on	  the	  naïve	  Quentin.	  
Months	  later,	  I	  ask	  Miss	  Jean	  what	  she	  thought	  of	  the	  eviction	  of	  Quentin.	  She	  repeats,	  
in	   agreement	   with	   Larry	   (who	   is	   not	   present	   that	   day),	   that	   Quentin	   abused	   of	   her	  
generosity.	  She	  felt	  betrayed	  by	  him.	  I	  ask	  her	  if	  Quentin	  paid	  back	  the	  rent	  money	  he	  
owes	  her	  as	  he	  said	  he	  would	  do.	  “No,	  he	  didn’t”	  she	  says.	  I	  say	  to	  her	  that	  she	  seemed	  
upset	  at	  Larry	  during	  the	  eviction.	  I	  ask	  her	  why.	  She	  answers:	  	  
“His	  attitude	  was	  unnecessary.	  Quentin	  was	  leaving.	  It	  was	  it.	  It	  was	  the	  end.	  There	  was	  
nothing	  else	  to	  do.	  This	  screaming,	  it	  was	  unnecessary”.	  
A	  TABLEAU	  VIVANT	  
Larry	  has	  carefully	  planned	  the	  situation,	  and,	  by	  the	  end	  of	  the	  eviction,	  he	  is	  satisfied	  
how	  the	  event	  turned	  out.	  	  
Larry	   finds	   satisfaction	   and	  meaning	   in	   the	   fact	   that	   the	   locksmith	   has	   “softened”	   to	  
him.	  He	  enjoys	   that	  he	  was	  able	   to	  unveil	  what	  he	  believes	   is	   the	   “true”	   character	  of	  
Quentin	  and	  the	  moral	  failings	  of	  the	  documentary	  filmmaker.	  For	  Larry	  the	  function	  of	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his	  insults	  is	  to	  convince	  others	  that	  Quentin	  is	  not	  the	  struggling	  and	  decent	  tenant	  he	  
claims	  to	  be.	  Among	  the	   insults,	  Larry	  depicts	  Quentin	  as	  someone	  who	   lacks	  courage	  
and	   integrity.	   Larry	   is	   outraged	   that	   Quentin	   prefers	   playing	   Miss	   Jean,	   rather	   than	  
asking	  his	  closer	  network	  for	  help.	  He	  calls	  Quentin	  a	  “lazy	  motherfucker”,	  a	  “leech”,	  a	  
“loser”,	   all	   terms	   that	   indicate	   that	   Quentin	   is	   a	   parasite	   for	   those	   who	   help	   him.	   It	  
testifies	   of	   Quentin’s	   perceived	   incapacity	   to	   understand	   how	   one	  makes	   it	   in	   a	   dire	  
financial	   situation.	   For	   Larry,	   one	  makes	   it	   through	   sheer	   tenacity	   and	   extension	   of	   a	  
support	  network,	  displaying	  loyalty	  –	  an	  opportunity	  that	  Miss	  Jean	  has	  offered	  Quentin,	  
and	  that	  he	  has	  betrayed.	  Quentin	  not	  only	  lacks	  moral	  rectitude	  but	  also	  knowledge	  of	  
the	   “game”.	   Quentin	   needs	   to	   prey	   on	   older	   women:	   he	   is	   not	   man	   enough,	   moral	  
enough,	  and	  smart	  enough	  to	  make	  it	  under	  hardship	  in	  a	  honorable	  way.	  
Larry	   tries	   to	   impose	   this	  meaning	  perspective	  on	   the	  eviction,	   shifting	   the	   identity	  of	  
each	  participant.	  Quentin	  is	  fighting	  this	  shift.	  He	  ignores	  Larry.	  He	  does	  not	  respond	  to	  
his	  accusations.	  He	  avoids	  a	  confrontation	  in	  which	  he	  may	  inadvertently	  give	  credence	  
to	   Larry’s	   charges.	  He	   also	   tries	   to	  make	   amend	  with	  Miss	   Jean.	  He	   promises	   to	   fully	  
repay	  her.	  	  
Miss	   Jean’s	   recrimination	   against	   Larry	   should	   not	   be	   attributed	   to	   disgust	   toward	  
Larry’s	   verbal	   violence.	   Most	   of	   the	   time,	   Miss	   Jean	   enjoys	   Larry’s	   demonstration	   of	  
bravado	  and	  verbal	  aggressiveness.	  She	  is	  usually	  delighted	  by	  his	  stories.	  Larry’s	  yelling	  
is	  unnecessary,	  not	  only	  because	  Quentin	   is	  about	  to	  be	  evicted,	  but	  also	  because	  she	  
knows	  that	  Quentin	   is	  a	  “leech”.	  Miss	  Jean	   is	  the	  one	  volunteering	  the	  key	  sentence	  –	  
“he	   abused	   an	   older	   black	  woman”	   –	   into	   the	   situation.	   She	   is	   the	   one	  who	   brought	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tears	  to	  the	  event.	  She	  becomes	  all	  the	  more	  decent	  that	  she	  refuses	  to	  participate	  to	  
Larry’s	  shouts.	   In	  an	  unexpected	  twist,	  she	  gives	  strength	  to	  Larry’s	  words	  and	  shouts.	  
Quentin	  abused	  of	  the	  generosity	  and	  goodness	  of	  Miss	  Jean	  –	  goodness	  and	  generosity	  
realized	  in	  her	  merciful	  attitude,	  even	  to	  the	  last	  minute.	  
Like	  a	  performer	  and	  a	  director	  of	  a	  play,	  Larry	  has	  transformed	  the	  situation	  in	  a	  unified	  
tableau	  vivant.	  Miss	   Jean	   is	   the	   frail,	  honorable,	  older	  black	  woman	  whose	  generosity	  
has	  been	  exploited.	  She	  cries	  but	  she	  cannot	  look	  to	  the	  men	  who	  take	  by	  force	  the	  very	  
same	  individual	  who	  took	  advantage	  of	  her.	  Quentin,	  surrounded	  by	  two	  men	  who	  force	  
him	   out	   of	   the	   building,	   is	   the	   unmasked	   trickster.	   Larry	   is	   the	   vindicated	   hero,	   who	  
knew	  all	  along	  the	  true	  identity	  of	  the	  bad	  man,	  and	  finally	  triumphs.	  The	  locksmith	  part	  
spectator,	   part	   actor,	   is	   now	   convinced.	   Quentin	   does	   not	   deserve	   respect.	   The	  
locksmith’s	  perspective	  on	  the	  situation	  has	  shifted.	  The	  moment	  of	  bliss	  after	  everyone	  
has	  left	  is	  the	  one	  of	  well-­‐executed	  performance.	  
After	   everyone	   has	   left	  Miss	   Jean’s	   building,	   there	   is	   a	  moment	   of	   bliss.	   The	   tableau	  
vivant	   does	  not	   so	  much	  convince	   the	   locksmith.	   For	  a	  brief	  moment	   in	  his	  economic	  
life,	  Larry	  experiences	  that	  there	  is	  almost	  no	  disjunction	  between	  the	  legal	  system	  and	  
the	   informal	  moral	  order	  that	  organizes	  his	  economic	   life.	  For	  a	  brief	  moment	  there	   is	  
no	  resentment.	  	  
Larry’s	  behavior	  during	  Quentin’s	  eviction	  is	  similar	  to	  the	  one	  he	  has	  in	  the	  hallways	  of	  
the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court.	  Larry	  finds	  meaning	  and	  satisfaction	  in	  yelling	  at	  a	  tenant,	  
because	   it	   tentatively	   closes	   the	   gap	   between	   the	   official	   justice	   and	   local	   sense	   of	  
fairness.	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Larry	  experiences	  that	  justice	  is,	  for	  once,	  fully	  rendered.	  
SYSTEMIC	  INCIVILITY	  IN	  THE	  HOUSING	  MARKET:	  INCIVILITY-­‐A-­‐TROIS	  
Relying	  on	  the	  first	  three	  chapters	  of	  Goffman’s	  Interaction	  Ritual	  (1967),	  I	  have	  defined	  
in	   the	   introduction	   to	   this	   chapter	   incivility	   as	   the	   attempt,	   with	   some	   chances	   of	  
success,	   at	   imposing	   on	   an	   individual	   a	   negative	   and	   unwanted	   public	   identity	   in	   a	  
particular	  situation.	  	  
I	   argue	   that	   the	   dynamics	   that	   Larry	   puts	   in	   motion	   when	   he	   insults	   tenants	   in	   the	  
hallways	  of	   the	  Housing	  Court	  or	  during	  an	  eviction	   is	  a	   form	  of	   incivility	   that	  has	  not	  
been	  described	  before	  in	  the	  scholarship.	  
The	   interactionist	  sociology	  has	  developed	  two	  classic	  answers	  to	  the	  question	  of	  how	  
strategic	  individuals	  come	  to	  bear	  negative	  and	  unwanted	  public	  identity.	  	  
On	  one	  hand,	  there	  is	  the	  world	  of	  face-­‐to-­‐face	  interactions	  analyzed	  by	  Goffman	  in	  The	  
Presentation	   of	   Self	   in	   Everyday	   Life	   (1959),	   in	   Interaction	   Rituals	   (1967)	   –	   and	  
particularly	  in	  the	  chapter	  entitled	  “Of	  the	  Nature	  of	  Deference	  and	  Demeanor”	  –	  and	  in	  
Stigma	   (1963).	   Unwanted	   identity	   sticks	   to	   individuals	   because	   they	   make	   mistakes	  
when	   they	   try	   to	   support	   their	  preferred	  public	   identity	  and	  because,	  more	  generally,	  
behaviors	  express	  more	  than	  individuals	  want	  to,	  more	  than	  they	  can	  control.	  Civility	  or	  
deference,	  according	  to	  Goffman,	  is	  the	  observers’	  decision	  to	  overlook	  one’s	  missteps	  
and	  grant	  one’s	  coveted	  identity	  (Goffman	  1967:47-­‐96).	  Incivility,	  by	  contrast,	  is	  to	  point	  
out	   publicly	   these	   faux-­‐pas	   in	   order	   to	   deflate	   one’s	   claim.	   The	   crux	   of	   Goffman’s	  
scholarship	   on	   this	   topic	   is	   that	   observers	   have	   an	   interest	   in	   validating	   one’s	   public	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identity.	   It	   creates	   the	   expectation	   that	   observers	   will	   receive	   in	   return	   validation	   of	  
their	  identity.	  It	  also	  facilitates	  the	  continuation	  and	  closing	  of	  the	  interaction.	  
On	   the	   other	   hand,	   many	   scholars	   commonly,	   and	   loosely,	   attached	   to	   symbolic	  
interactionism	   have	   put	   the	   emphasis	   on	   larger	   formal	   organizations,	   such	   hospitals,	  
prisons,	   precinct…	  These	  organizations’	   role,	   they	   argue,	   is	   the	   imposition	  of	   negative	  
identity	  on	  some	  individuals.	  It	  is	  the	  scholarship	  of	  Goffman	  in	  Asylums	  (1961)	  with	  the	  
“mentally-­‐ill	   patient”,	   of	   Becker	   in	   Outsiders	   (1963)	   and	   Cicourel	   in	   The	   Social	  
Organization	   of	   Juvenile	   Justice	   (1968)	   with	   the	   “deviant”	   and	   the	   “criminal”,	   of	  
Garfinkel’s	  Conditions	  of	  Successful	  Degradation	  Ceremony	  (1956)	  with	  the	  “outcast”,	  of	  
Strauss’s	  Awareness	  of	  Dying	  (1965)	  with	  the	  “terminally-­‐ill	  patient”,	  to	  name	  the	  most	  
famous	   examples69.	   These	   organizations	   are	   able	   to	   embed	   an	   individual	   into	   an	  
environment	   that	   treats	   her	   according	   to	   an	   imposed	   identity.	   Scholars,	   then,	   try	   to	  
identify	   the	   individual’s	   margins	   for	   negotiation	   in	   these	   highly	   constrained	  
environments,	   the	   uncertainty	   of	   these	   organizations’	   daily	   work,	   and	   the	   conditions	  
under	  which	  a	  full	  conversion	  is	  obtained.	  	  
Let	  us	  call	   the	   first	  kind	  of	   incivility,	  “ordinary	   incivility”.	   It	   is,	   indeed,	  what	  we	  usually	  
mean	  by	  saying	  someone	  is	  uncivil.	  Let	  us	  call	  the	  second	  kind,	  “organizational	  incivility”,	  
however	  unusual	  it	  may	  be	  to	  call	  a	  formal	  organization	  uncivil.	  	  
These	   two	   classic	   formulations	   do	   not	   account	   for	   what	   is	   going	   on	   in	   the	   housing	  
market	   of	   small	   landlords	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods.	   Incivility	   in	   this	  
housing	   market	   is	   conditioned	   by	   its	   elements.	   It	   is	   a	   triangular	   instead	   of	   a	   dual	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69	  Having	  defined	  incivility	  as	  the	  process	  through	  which	  negative	  identity	  come	  to	  be	  forced	  upon	  people,	  most	  of	  the	  
interactionist	  sociology	  of	  deviance,	  including	  “the	  labeling	  theory”	  (Becker	  1973),	  is	  about	  incivility.	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structure.	  It	  implicates	  three	  parties.	  Two	  parties	  in	  conflict,	  most	  often	  a	  tenant	  and	  a	  
landlord,	  and	  a	  larger	  and	  more	  powerful	  organization,	  the	  state,	  incarnated	  in	  its	  legal	  
system,	   bureaucracy	   and	   its	   agents.	   In	   this	   triangular	   structure,	   the	   senders	   and	   the	  
targets	  of	  uncivil	  behaviors	  are	  the	  parties,	  not	  the	  state.	  However,	  to	  understand	  how	  
incivility	  works	  and	  why	  it	  is	  endemic	  –	  in	  fact,	  why	  it	  is	  systemic	  –	  the	  critical	  interaction	  
to	  study	  is	  between	  each	  party	  and	  the	  legal	  system.	  	  
Let	  us	  call	  this	  kind	  of	  incivility,	  “incivility-­‐a-­‐trois”.	  
Apart	   from	   its	   tri-­‐partite	   character,	   how	   is	   characterized	   incivility-­‐a-­‐trois?	   How	   is	   it	  
different	   from	   the	   other	   kinds	   of	   incivility?	   The	   specific	   nature	   of	   incivility-­‐a-­‐trois	  
becomes	   evident	   when	   compared	   with	   the	   other	   kinds	   of	   incivility	   along	   three	  
dimensions:	  function,	  manifest	  form,	  and	  mechanism.	  Incivility-­‐a-­‐trois	   is	  compensatory	  
in	  function,	  discursive	  in	  form,	  and	  piggybacking	  in	  mechanism.	  	  
Function.	  The	  function	  does	  not	  appear	   in	  the	  study	  of	  ordinary	   incivility.	  For	  Goffman	  
incivility	   is	  essentially	  an	  unintentional	  mistake	  that	  people	  in	  interaction	  would	  prefer	  
to	   avoid	   if	   they	   can.	   For	   organizational	   incivility,	   incivility’s	   function	   is	   usually	   not	  
precisely	  laid	  out.	  The	  most	  common	  answers,	  however,	  are	  internal	  solidarity	  through	  
exclusion	  (Erickson	  1966)	  or	  larger	  groups’	  interests	  (Becker	  1973:185).	  The	  function	  of	  
incivility-­‐a-­‐trois	  is	  different.	  It	  is	  akin	  to	  symbolic	  compensation.	  Small	  landlords	  in	  low-­‐
income	   minority	   neighborhoods	   resent	   the	   work	   of	   the	   legal	   system.	   They	   do	   not	  
recognize	  their	  conflict	  after	  the	  legal	  system	  has	  abstracted	  it	  into	  a	  legal	  dispute,	  has	  
applied	   rules,	   and	   has	   made	   decisions	   they	   find	   biased	   against	   their	   interests.	   In	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reaction,	   they	  develop	  various	   coping	   strategies,	   including	   incivility-­‐a-­‐trois.	   Incivility-­‐a-­‐
trois	  offers	  a	  temporary	  escape	  from	  this	  experience.	  	  
Form.	  The	  form	  of	  ordinary	  incivility	  is	  mutual	  embarrassment	  and	  emotional	  overflow	  
(Goffman	  1967).	  The	   form	  of	  organizational	   incivility	   is	   the	  application	  of	  bureaucratic	  
rule	   in	   disregard	   of	   individuals’	   will.	   The	   form	   of	   incivility-­‐a-­‐trois	   is	   different.	   It	   is	  
discursive.	  When	  the	  legal	  system	  acts	  it	   is	  forceful	  and	  violent	  (Cover	  1986).	  However	  
the	  reasons	  and	  motives	  behind	  this	  act	  are	  most	  of	  the	  time	  absent	  or	  unintelligible	  for	  
the	   parties	   –	   this	   is	   the	   heart	   of	   the	   experience	   of	   resentment.	   This	   silence	   offers,	  
however,	  opportunities	  for	  making	  up	  stories,	  in	  which	  the	  meaning	  of	  a	  court	  decision	  
or	  other	  legal	  event	  is	  bent	  in	  accordance	  to	  a	  local	  and	  informal	  sense	  of	  justice.	  Most	  
clearly,	   through	  narratives,	  Larry	  and	  the	  small	   landlords	  he	  works	  with	   try	   to	  convert	  
the	  legal	  decisions	  about	  behaviors	  into	  stories	  about	  identities.	  One	  is	  evicted	  because	  
one	  has	  not	  paid	  rent,	  and	  because	  one	  is	  a	  “trickster”,	  “too	  stupid	  to	  play	  the	  game”,	  a	  
“conman”,	  a	   “crack-­‐head”.	  On	   the	   tenant’s	   side	  of	   the	  market,	  exist	   similar	  narratives	  
where	   identities	   are	   put	   into	   motion.	   A	   tenant	   may	   represent	   herself	   as	   a	   decent	  
struggling	   individual,	   and	   Larry	   as	   a	   bully	   who	   picks	   on	   a	   black	   person	   because	   he	   is	  
racist.	  These	  stories	  have	  a	  declarative	  character,	  rather	  than	  a	  dialogical	  one.	  There	  is	  a	  
monologue-­‐like	   aspect	   to	   them,	   as	   in	   Larry	   and	   Miss	   Jean’s	   tableau	   vivant	   during	  
Quentin’s	   eviction.	   They	   assert	   and	  depict	   in	   vivid	   terms.	   It	   is	   thus	   a	   style	   that	   favors	  
striking	   images	  of	  degradation	  and	  moral	   incompetence	  –	  as	  when	  Larry	  shouts	   in	  the	  
hallways	  of	   the	  Housing	  Court	   that	  Sophia	  gives	  blowjob	  to	  his	  brother	  Francisco	  with	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her	  crack-­‐head’s	  toothless	  mouth.	  The	  shouts	  and	  insults	  are	  not	  an	  angry	  cry;	  they	  are	  
a	  public	  enunciation	  of	  a	  story	  told	  under	  the	  spell	  of	  resentment.	  
Mechanism.	  Ordinary	  incivility	  works	  on	  the	  need	  and	  desire	  for	  positive	  intersubjective	  
interactions.	   Sometimes	   this	   goal	   is	   not	   achieved	   and	   quick	   termination	   of	   an	  
interaction,	   through	   withdrawal,	   follows.	   Organizational	   incivility	   works	   on	   a	   strong	  
imbalance	  of	  resources	  between	  the	  organization	  and	  the	  individual,	  and	  on	  the	  tiny	  bits	  
of	  situational	  resources	  available	  to	  the	  individual	  for	  developing	  some	  minor	  forms	  of	  
resistance.	  Incivility-­‐a-­‐trois	  is	  a	  different	  mechanism.	  It	  is	  piggybacking,	  that	  is	  to	  say	  an	  
attempt	   at	   appropriating	   the	   expressive	   dimensions	   of	   the	   state’s	   action,	   in	   order	   to	  
give	  an	  alternative	  account	  of	   it.	   Incivility-­‐a-­‐trois	   lies	   in	   the	  ability	  of	   Larry	   to	  create	  a	  
situation	  where	  it	  may	  become	  unclear	  to	  both	  observers	  and	  participants	  whether	  the	  
state	   acts	   on	   its	   own	   principles,	   or	   on	   behalf	   of	   Larry’s	   particular	   moral	   sense.	   Such	  
situation	  may	  be	  achieved	  when	  Larry	  shouts	  insults	  while	  the	  state	  forcefully	  acts.	  It	  is	  
not	  Larry	  alone,	  or	  the	  state	  alone	  that	  is	  uncivil	  toward	  Quentin,	  Francisco	  or	  Steve;	  it	  is	  
the	  graft	  of	  Larry’s	  voice	  on	  the	  state’s	  actions,	  it	  the	  melting	  of	  Larry’s	  verbal	  violence	  
with	  the	  state’s	  physical	  violence.	  For	  this	  theatric	  mechanics	  to	  have	  a	  chance	  to	  work,	  
for	   the	   Frankenstein-­‐like	   stitches	   to	   hold	   together,	   certain	   conditions	   need	   to	   be	  
fulfilled.	  On	  the	  side	  of	  spectator,	  the	  piggybacking	  strategy	  may	  be	  efficacious	  if	  there	  
are	   already	   suspicions	   of	   corruption	   and	   arbitrary	   power	   about	   the	   legal	   system.	  
Through	  the	  practice	  of	  encroachment	  Larry	  actively	  works	  at	  strengthening	  this	  belief,	  
for	   himself,	   for	   the	   landlords	   and	   for	   tenants.	   Therefore,	   the	   more	   someone	  
understands	   the	   logic	   of	   the	   legal	   system	  and	  believes	   in	   its	   integrity,	   the	  more	   Larry	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shouts	  and	  insults	  seem	  an	  oddity	  with	  no	  purpose	  outside	  Larry’s	  psychological	  issues	  
(see	  Erin	  and	   the	   sociologists’	   accounts	  of	   Larry’s	  aggressiveness).	  The	  more	   someone	  
finds	  the	  legal	  system	  impenetrable	  and	  the	  more	  pressing	  suspicions	  of	  corruption	  are,	  
the	  more	  the	  tableau	  vivant	  during	  Quentin’s	  eviction	  is	  convincing	  as	  an	  alternate	  yet	  
plausible	   depiction	   of	   reality.	   On	   the	   side	   of	   the	   performer,	   piggybacking	   requires	   a	  
peculiar	   position	  –	   a	   position	  of	   periphery	   to	   the	   state’s	   action,	   close	   enough	  and	   far	  
enough,	   as	   can	   be	   found	   in	   the	   hallways	   of	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court	   or	   in	   the	  
attendance	   of	   an	   eviction.	   The	   position	   is	   defined,	   on	   one	   hand,	   as	   being	   in	   close	  
proximity	  to	  state’s	  action	  in	  its	  most	  limited	  and	  concrete	  instantiation	  and	  incarnation,	  
from	   judges	  making	  a	  court	  decision	   to	  a	  marshal	  executing	  an	  eviction	  order.	  On	  the	  
other	   hand,	   the	   position	   is	   defined	   as	   being	   far	   enough	   from	   the	   state’s	   action	   to	   be	  
outside	  the	  scope	  of	  its	  most	  constraining	  supervision	  and	  control,	  leaving	  room	  for	  an	  
alternate	  discourse	  to	  emerge.	  The	  language	  of	  proximity	  and	  distance	  is	  metaphorical.	  
Yet	   it	   tries	   to	   capture	   the	  difference	  between	   the	   courtroom	  and	   the	  hallways	  of	   the	  
Housing	   Court	   and	   the	   specific	   situation	   of	   attending	   an	   eviction,	  without	   doing	   it	   or	  
being	  a	  victim	  of	  it.	  Larry’s	  shouts	  insults	  from	  the	  state’s	  peripheral	  blind	  spots.	  On	  the	  
side	   of	   the	   target	   of	   Larry’s	   choice,	   options	   are	   limited:	  withdrawal	   (tenants	   often	   go	  
inside	  the	  courtroom	  or	  stay	  silent,	  more	  or	  less	  passively	  or	  disdainfully)	  or	  aggressive	  
reaction,	  engaging	  a	  shooting	  match	  with	  Larry.	  
Incivility-­‐a-­‐trois	   is	   an	   attempt	   at	   degrading	   someone	   else	   and	   an	   exercise	   in	  
manipulation,	   leveraging	   the	   tripartite	   nature	   of	   the	   situation.	   It	   is	   a	   small	   landlord’s	  
attempt	  at	  transforming,	  temporarily,	  the	  sore	  experience	  of	  the	  legal	  system’s	  “unjust”	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CONCLUSION	  -­‐	  CONTAGIOUS	  INCIVILITY	  	  
The	  goal	  of	  the	  present	  chapter	  has	  been	  to	  show	  that	  incivility	  is	  a	  systemic	  property	  of	  
the	  housing	  market	  to	  which	  small	  landlords	  partake	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  areas.	  	  
Incivility’s	   function,	   form,	   and	   mechanics	   rely	   on	   conditions	   and	   factors	   that	   are	  
independent	  from	  Larry	  and	  other	  people’s	  idiosyncrasies.	  Incivility	  is	  not	  about	  ill	  will,	  
even	  if	  Larry	  himself	  claims	  the	  banner	  of	  the	  villain.	  Incivility	  is	  part	  of	  a	  larger	  range	  of	  
behaviors,	   described	   as	   private	   strategies	   of	   degradation	   and	   ingratiation,	   and	   as	  
encroachment	   of	   the	   legal	   bureaucracy.	   These	   strategies	   are	   meant	   to	   help	   small	  
landlords	  alleviate	  their	  resentment	  toward	  the	  system.	  They	  are	  coping	  strategies.	  	  
Incivility	   gives	   to	   the	   housing	   market	   I	   have	   observed	   its	   particular	   flavor	   and	  
atmosphere.	   An	   uncivil	   act	   does	   not	   only	   degrade	   its	   target.	   It	   often	   degrades	   the	  
individual	   that	   initiates	   the	  act	  as	  well.	  Goffman	   insists	   that	  embarrassment	   is	  not	   the	  
emotional	   response	   of	   a	   tarnished	   person,	   but	   a	   shared	   property,	   a	   property	   of	   the	  
situation.	  Incivility,	  argues	  Goffman,	  is	  contagious	  (1967).	  	  
Incivility-­‐a-­‐trois	   is	   similar	   to	   other	   kinds	   of	   incivility.	   Shouting	   insults	   and	   degrading	  
tenants,	  Larry	  does	  not	  only	  shape	  the	  tenant’s	  experience	  –	  he	  also	  degrades	  himself	  in	  
the	  eyes	  of	  other	  more	  middle-­‐class	   individuals.	  The	  common	  reaction	  among	   lawyers	  
and	   landlords	   towards	   Larry’s	   aggressiveness	   is	   at	   best	   amused	   condescension	   and	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skepticism.	  The	  outright	  approval	  is	  rare	  and	  contempt	  is	  common.	  Furthermore,	  Larry	  
does	  not	  only	  degrade	  himself.	  It	  is	  also	  the	  Housing	  Court	  and	  the	  legal	  system	  that	  is	  
degraded	  –	  because	   it	   lets	  Larry	  acts	   in	   such	   forceful	  way.	  When	  The	  New	  York	  Times	  
reports	   on	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court,	   the	   articles	   range	   from	   playfully	   sarcastic	  
(comparing	  it	  to	  a	  boxing	  ring	  in	  Thailand)	  to	  accusation	  of	  miscarriage	  of	  justice.	  	  
Shouting	   insults,	   Larry	   tries	   to	   degrade	   tenants,	   but	   he	   degrades	   himself	   at	   the	   same	  
time;	   if	   tenants	   responds	   to	   Larry’s	   provocations,	   shouting	   insults	   back,	   tenants	   also	  
become	  uncivil	  and	  degraded;	   if	   the	  response	  of	  the	   legal	  system	  is	  soft,	  which	   it	   is	   in	  
the	   vast	   majority	   of	   cases,	   it	   makes	   the	   whole	   legal	   system	   look	   like	   uncivil,	   raising	  
suspicion	  of	  unjustified	  toleration.	  Being	  uncivil,	  Larry	  makes	  the	  whole	  housing	  market	  
to	  which	  he	  partakes	  uncivil	  as	  well.	  	  
Incivility	  is	  contagious.	  
Why	   does	   the	   legal	   apparatus	   let	   this	   happen?	  Why	   is	   there	   not	   a	   tighter	   control	   on	  
these	  kinds	  of	  behavior	  illustrated	  by	  Larry?	  	  
It	   is	  possible	   to	  offer	   three	  speculative	  answers	   to	   these	  questions.	  They	  boil	  down	  to	  
the	  idea	  of	  “objective	  connivance”	  of	  the	  system	  toward	  incivility	  on	  the	  landlord	  side.	  	  
First,	  incivility	  on	  the	  landlord-­‐side	  of	  the	  market	  can	  be	  seen	  as	  a	  management	  tool	  of	  
the	   caseload.	   The	   housing	   court	   system	   is	   overcrowded.	  Managing	   the	   flow	   of	   cases,	  
and	  especially	   of	  multi-­‐year-­‐long	   cases,	   seems	  a	   constant	   issue	   for	   the	  housing	   court.	  
Judges	  sometimes	  make	  the	  abrupt	  call	  of	  settling	  a	  case,	  taking	  each	  party	  off	  guard.	  
Larry’s	   and	   others’	   incivility	   increases	   the	   psychological	   costs	   of	   using	   the	   court	   for	  
tenants.	  Ben,	  whose	  case	  will	  be	  studied	  in	  the	  next	  chapter,	  gives	  up	  fighting	  in	  court	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after	  eight	  years	  of	  legal	  battles.	  The	  cost-­‐benefit	  analysis	  between	  staying	  put	  in	  a	  run-­‐
down	   apartment	   and	   dealing	   on	   an	   everyday	   basis	   with	   Larry	   in	   housing	   court	   has	  
become	   negative,	   and	   Ben	   drops	   the	   case.	   Incivility	   helps	   objectively	   the	   system	   to	  
manage	  its	  capacity	  problem.	  	  
Second,	   tacitly	   delegating	   to	   Larry	   part	   of	   the	  management	  of	   the	   caseload,	   the	   legal	  
apparatus	  is	  also	  shifting	  the	  responsibility	  and	  blame	  on	  him.	  Larry	  comes	  to	  be	  seen	  as	  
a	  marginal	  and	  eccentric	  figure,	  even	  an	  evil	  one,	  for	  being	  verbally	  violent	  with	  tenants.	  
It	  exonerates	  the	  Housing	  Court	  system	  of	  such	  accusations.	  The	  behavior	  of	  Larry	  stains	  
the	  system’s	  reputation	  but	  the	  system	  cannot	  be	  accused	  to	  be	  as	  insensitive	  as	  Larry	  
is.	  	  
Finally,	   there	   are	  members	   of	   the	   legal	   apparatus	  who	   share	   Larry’s	  moral	   order	   and	  
have	  common	   interests	  with	  him.	  Larry	  receives	  sometimes	  a	  welcoming	  ear	   from	  the	  
agents	  and	  bureaucrats	  of	  the	  legal	  apparatus.	  
These	  are	  speculative	  answers.	  They	  can	  only	  be	  substantiated	  by	  looking	  closely	  at	  the	  
inner-­‐workings	  of	  the	  legal	  apparatus.	  It	  is	  a	  task	  that	  is	  outside	  the	  scope	  of	  this	  study.	  
However,	  there	  is	  hint	  that	  such	  analysis	  is	  not	  fully	  off	  the	  mark.	  A	  cursory	  look	  at	  the	  
harassment	   cases	   I	   have	   witnessed	   supports	   the	   thesis	   of	   the	   system’s	   objective	  
connivance	  with	   incivility.	  During	  my	  fieldwork,	  Andres	  and	  Nicholas,	   two	  tenants	  of	  a	  
rooming	  house	  at	  the	  center	  of	  the	  “Harlem	  Deal”,	  filed	  harassment	  complaints	  against	  
their	  landlord,	  the	  Wallace	  family,	  and	  against	  Mitchell	  Steinberg,	  the	  building	  manager.	  
Only	  Nicholas’	  case	  was	  successful.	  Nicholas’	  claims	  were,	  however,	  more	  than	  once	  on	  
the	  verge	  of	  collapsing.	  Nicholas	  was	  scared	  of	  Mitchell	  and	  did	  no	  want	  the	  trouble	  of	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putting	  a	  case	  together	  against	  him.	  He	  wanted	  to	  drop	  the	  complaint.	  It	  is	  only	  with	  the	  
support	  of	  Andres,	  of	   Larry	  and	  of	  a	   lawyer,	  provided	  by	   Larry,	   that	  Nicholas	   files	   the	  
complaint.	  
Harassment	   is	   not	   a	   victim-­‐less	   legal	   offense.	   It	   needs	   a	   complaint	   to	   exist.	   As	   a	  
consequence,	  when	  successful,	  harassment	  goes	  unnoticed	  and	  unpunished.	  The	   legal	  
system	  incites	  to	  forceful	  incivility	  that	  is	  bordering	  on	  harassment.	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CHAPTER	  7:	  PRIVATE	  LIFE	  IN	  THE	  HOUSING	  GAME	  
	  
INTRODUCTION	  
THE	  MISSING	  LINKS	  
The	  housing	  market	  can	  be	  conceived,	  abstractly,	  as	  an	  immaterial	  place	  where	  money	  
is	  traded	  against	  physical	  spaces	  that	  households	  can	  make	  their	  “home”,	  by	  building	  a	  
private	  life	  in	  them.	  	  
The	   connection	   between	   private	   and	   family	   life	   and	   commerce	   is	   central	   to	   the	  
historiography	  on	   the	  housing	  market.	  Historians	   show	  how	  certain	  understandings	  of	  
family	  and	  privacy,	  of	  economic	   independence	  and	  upward	  mobility,	  meshed	  with	   the	  
professionalization	   and	   licensing	   of	   real	   estate	   occupations,	   the	   provision	   of	   public	  
subsidies	   to	   the	   housing	   sector,	   the	   regulation	   of	   urban	   development	   through	   zoning	  
laws,	  and	  innovations	  in	  the	  financial	  industry	  during	  the	  period	  of	  the	  1890-­‐1940	  (see	  
Garb	   2005,	   Lewinnek	   2006	   for	   contemporary	   studies,	   and	   Jackson	   1985,	   Perin	   1977,	  
Weiss	   1987	   for	   earlier	   landmark	   works).	   Without	   these	   ideological	   and	   institutional	  
components,	   historians	   argue,	   it	   is	   impossible	   to	   understand	   the	   birth	   of	   the	  modern	  
housing	  market	  in	  the	  US	  in	  the	  first	  half	  of	  the	  20th	  century.	  
Sociologists	  have	  lost	  from	  sight	  this	  intuition.	  	  
Because	  of	  sub-­‐disciplinary	  divisions,	  sociologists	   fail	   to	  make	  the	  connection	  between	  
understandings	   of	   private	   and	   family	   life	   and	   the	   ordinary	   economic	   activity	   in	   the	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housing	  market.	  On	  one	  hand,	  urban	  sociologists	  tend	  to	  be	  interested	  in	  other	  kinds	  of	  
ideological	  commitments,	  especially	  racial	  ones,	  which	  organize	  the	  real	  estate	  market	  
of	  American	  cities	  around	  a	  racial	  divide	   (Fox-­‐Gotham	  2002;	  Helper	  1969;	  Massey	  and	  
Denton	   1993;	   Zubrinsky-­‐Charles	   2003).	   On	   the	   other	   hand,	   the	   topic	   of	   private	   and	  
family	  life	  and	  its	  relationships	  to	  economic	  transactions	  has	  been	  taken	  over	  by	  gender	  
scholars	  interested	  in	  paid	  and	  unpaid	  care	  within	  the	  family,	  in	  the	  “second	  shift”	  and	  
in	  “invisible	  labor”	  (DeVault	  1991,	  1999;	  Hochschild	  1983;	  Hochschild	  and	  Machun	  1997;	  
Zelizer	  2011).	  	  
A	  sociology	  sensitive	  to	  the	  unfolding	  of	  economic	  relationships	   in	  the	  housing	  market	  
needs	   to	   bridge	   the	   gap	   between	   these	   two	   scholarships.	   It	   needs	   to	   build	   on	   the	  
following	   insights.	   Tenants	   enter	   the	   housing	  market,	   and	   fight	   in	   it,	   sometimes	  with	  
great	   vigor,	   because	   they	   hope	   to	   get	   a	   satisfying	   place	   of	   living	   –	   and	   very	   often	   it	  
means	  a	  place	   suitable	   for	  developing	  what	   they	  believe	   is	   a	   fulfilling	  private	   life.	  But	  
tenants	   are	   not	   the	   only	   ones	   to	   invest	   personal	   feelings	   and	   meanings	   into	   an	  
apartment	   and	   a	   building.	   Small	   landlords	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods	   do	  
too.	   By	   small	   landlords,	   I	   mean	   individuals	   who	   own	   one	   to	   four	   buildings,	   often	   of	  
varied	  sizes,	  acquired	  over	  decades	  of	  slow	  investments,	  and	  whose	  daily	  management	  
does	   not	   imply	   a	   permanent	   bureaucratic	   organization	   but	   the	   mobilization	   of	   a	  
recurring	   network	   of	   independent	   service	   providers.	   For	   small	   landlords	   in	   these	  
neighborhoods,	   the	  building(s)	   they	  own	   is	  often	   the	  major	  asset	  of	   their	   family.	  They	  
are	   attached	   to	   it	   in	  particular	  ways.	   They	  have	  often	   lived	   in	   the	  building,	   they	  have	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done	  repairs	  themselves,	   they	  have	  taken	  for	  themselves	  and	  for	  their	   family	  extreme	  
financial	  risks,	  and	  they	  have	  invested	  hopes	  for	  upward	  mobility	  in	  the	  building.	  	  
There	   are	   many	   personal	   links	   through	   which	   tenants	   and	   landlords	   are	   attached	   to	  
their	  apartment	  and	  building.	  
PUZZLING	  ECONOMIC	  EXCHANGES	  
These	  introductory	  remarks	  are	  consistent	  with	  Polanyi’s	  argument	  that	  land,	  along	  side	  
with	   labor	   and	   money,	   is	   a	   fictitious	   commodity	   ([1944]2001:75-­‐76).	   The	   personal	  
investments	   on	   each	   side	   of	   the	   housing	  market	   begs	   the	   following	   question:	   how	   is	  
economic	  exchange	  achieved,	  what	   forms	  does	   it	   take,	  when	  people	  are	  so	  personally	  
involved	  in	  the	  product	  or	  object	  they	  trade	  (Appadurai	  1986)?	  
For	   Polanyi,	   the	   answer	   is	   fiction.	   Economic	   agents	   do	   as	   if	   land	   was	   a	   commodity,	  
willfully	   ignoring	   and	   blinding	   themselves	   to	   the	   personal	   meanings	   and	   feelings	  
attached	  to	   it.	  The	  housing	  market	  would	  work	  on	  a	  collective	   illusion,	  which	  can	  only	  
generate	   a	   deep-­‐seated	   and	   growing	   dissatisfaction,	   leading	   to	   social	   unrest	   (Polanyi	  
[1944]2001:218-­‐229).	  
I	  argue	  the	  opposite.	  The	  housing	  actors,	  whether	  tenants,	  small	   landlords,	  real	  estate	  
brokers	   and	   building	  managers	   are	   perfectly	   aware	   of	   the	   layered	  meanings,	   feelings	  
and	  emotions	  involved	  in	  their	  business.	  Often	  it	  is	  not	  problematic.	  But	  when	  there	  are	  
economic	  conflicts	  and	  negotiations,	   the	  critical	  appearance	  of	  personal	  dimensions	   is	  
not	   to	   be	   ignored	   or	   wished	   it	   will	   fade	   away;	   these	   personal	   dimensions	   are	   to	   be	  
played	   with,	   skillfully,	   because	   there	   is	   money	   to	   be	   made	   in	   the	   entanglement	   of	  
economic	  and	  personal	  lives.	  For	  the	  housing	  actors	  I	  have	  observed,	  this	  entanglement	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represents	   both	   a	   risk	   –	   it	   often	   stops	   the	   circulation	   of	   money	   –	   and	   many	  
opportunities.	   These	   personal	   feelings	   and	   meanings	   can	   be	   examined,	   assessed,	  
manipulated,	   changed,	   negotiated,	   bargained,	   creating	   opportunities	   for	   seizing	  
untapped	  economic	   values,	   for	  who	   is	   ready	   to	  dwell	   long	  enough	  and	   spend	  enough	  
energy	  into	  this	  complicated,	  antagonist	  and	  minuscule	  relations.	  
DEFINING	  TERMS	  AND	  PROCESSES:	  PRIVATE	  LIFE,	  BETWEEN	  INTIMACY	  AND	  PRIVACY	  
To	   clarify	   the	   role	   of	   private	   life	   in	   entangled	   economic	   relationships	   of	   the	   housing	  
market,	   I	   make	   a	   distinction	   between	   intimacy	   and	   privacy,	   as	   two	   components	   of	  
private	  life.	  To	  each	  one	  correspond	  specific	  economic	  processes	  and	  strategies	  that	  are	  
explored	  in	  this	  chapter.	  	  
I	  defined	  intimate	  relationships,	  following	  Zelizer	  in	  Economic	  Lives	  (2011):	  
“We	  can	  think	  of	  relations	  as	  intimate	  to	  the	  extent	  that	  interactions	  within	  them	  
depend	  on	  particularized	  knowledge	  received,	  and	  attention	  provided	  by,	  at	  least	  
one	   person	   –	   knowledge	   and	   attention	   that	   are	   not	   widely	   available	   to	   third	  
parties.	   The	   knowledge	   involved	   includes	   such	   elements	   as	   personal	   rituals,	  
bodily	   information,	   awareness	   of	   personal	   vulnerability,	   shared	   memory	   of	  
embarrassing	  situations.	  The	  attention	  involved	  includes	  such	  element	  as	  terms	  
of	   endearment,	   bodily	   services,	   private	   languages,	   emotional	   support	   and	  
correction	  of	  embarrassing	  defects.”	  (Zelizer	  2011:275-­‐276)	  
The	   housing	   actors	   I	   have	   observed	   constantly	   cross	   the	   boundary	   of	   intimacy	   with	  
other	  housing	  actors.	  Sometimes	  they	  do	  so	  because	  they	  are	  invited	  to.	  Sometimes	  it	  
follows	  long	  strategic	  moves	  to	  gain	  trust	  that	  span	  several	  years.	  At	  other	  times,	  they	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peer	   into	   the	   intimate	   life	  of	  others	  without	   their	   consent	  or	  knowledge.	  The	  housing	  
actors	   I	   have	   observed	   do	   so	   because	   it	   is	   critical	   for	   them	   to	   assess,	   and	   maybe	  
influence,	   the	   strength	   of	   one’s	   personal	   attachment	   to	   an	   apartment	   or	   a	   building,	  
behind	  the	  posturing	  and	  the	  bluff.	   It	   is	  crucial	  for	  various	  housing	  actors	  to	  judge	  and	  
measure	   carefully	   one’s	   willingness,	   for	   instance,	   to	   leave	   an	   apartment	   or	   to	   sell	   a	  
building	  –	  and	  at	  what	  price.	  Peering	   into	  each	  other’s	  private	   life,	  housing	  actors	  can	  
collect	  useful	  information	  unleashing	  and	  seizing	  “untapped”	  economic	  value.	  
I	   define	   privacy	   by	   drawing	   upon	   DeVault’s	   sociology	   of	   gender	   and	   Douglas’	  
anthropology	   of	   pollution	   (DeVault	   1991,	   1999;	   Douglas	   1966).	   DeVault’s	   scholarship	  
examines	   the	  activity	  and	   the	  efforts	  behind	  moments	   that	  provide	   the	  experience	  of	  
“family	  life”.	  	  
“Through	  day-­‐to-­‐day	  activities,	  each	  [woman]	  produces	  a	  version	  of	  “family”	  in	  a	  
particular	   local	   setting:	   adjusting,	   filling	   in,	   and	   repairing	   social	   relations	   to	  
produce	   –	   quite	   literally	   –	   this	   form	   of	   household	   life.	   […]	   But	   the	   work	   of	  
“feeding	   the	   family”	   tends	   to	   collect	   these	   unruly	   individuals	   and	   tame	   their	  
centrifugal	   moves,	   cajoling	   them	   into	   some	   version	   of	   the	   activity	   that	  
constitutes	  family”	  (DeVault	  1991:91)	  
Privacy	   is	   understood	   here	   as	   the	   mundane	   activities,	   from	   grocery	   shopping	   to	  
preparing	  meals	   and	   attending	   dinner,	   that	   are	   ceremoniously	   performed	   in	   order	   to	  
elicit	   greater	   meanings	   and	   emotions	   of	   care	   –	   care	   being	   the	   “intense	   personal	  
attention	   that	   enhances	   the	   welfare	   of	   its	   recipients”	   (Zelizer	   2011:277).	   By	   contrast	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with	  DeVault,	  I	  am	  interested	  in	  the	  conditions	  under	  which	  these	  practices	  successfully	  
elicit	  the	  experience	  of	  care,	  and	  the	  conditions	  under	  which	  they	  do	  not.	  	  
Based	  on	  the	  analysis	  of	  a	  conflict	  between	  a	  tenant	  called	  Ben	  and	  two	  housing	  actors,	  
Larry	   and	   Nelson,	   I	   argue	   that	   pollution	   matters	   for	   privacy.	   In	   Douglas’	   Purity	   and	  
Danger	   (1966),	   pollution	   is	   defined	   by	   its	   effects.	   A	   polluted	   entity	   has	   become	  
unsuitable	   for	   certain	   symbolic	   activities.	   Being	   in	   open,	   verbally	   violent,	   conflict	  with	  
Larry	  and	  Nelson	   for	  years,	  Ben’s	  apartment	   is	  both	  symbolically	  and	   literally	  polluted	  
and	   unfit	   for	   successful	   practices	   of	   privacy,	   as	   defined	   above.	   Through	   repeated	  
contacts,	  Larry	  and	  Nelson	  have	  created	  a	  disquieting	  environment	  around	  Ben’s	  private	  
life,	  which	  has	  impaired	  his	  capacity	  to	  enjoy	  his	  apartment	  and	  has	  rendered	  ordinary	  
activities,	  such	  as	  cooking	  and	  decorating,	  meaningless	  and	  ineffective	  in	  producing	  an	  
enjoyable	  experience	  of	  care.	  Realizing	  this,	  Ben	  decides	  to	  give	  up	  fighting	  in	  court	  for	  
his	   apartment	   and	   “let	   himself	   evicted”	   by	   Larry	   and	   Nelson	   –	   liberating	   significant	  
economic	  value	  for	  the	  landlord.	  
In	  short,	  I	  use	  intimacy	  to	  point	  to	  the	  set	  of	  information	  that	  in	  our	  society	  are	  usually	  
understood	  as	  belonging	  to	  the	  sphere	  of	  family	  and	  close	  friendship	  because	  they	  are	  
embarrassing	   and	   reveal	   a	   vulnerability.	   I	   use	   privacy	   to	   point	   to	   a	   set	   of	   symbolic	  
practices	  that	  transform	  activity	  that	  produce	  the	  experience	  of	  care.	  
*	  
The	   present	   chapter	   is	   divided	   into	   two	   sections.	   First,	   I	   show	   how	   the	   intimacy	   of	  
various	  housing	  actors	   is	   at	   stake	  and	  a	   strategic	   site	   in	  economic	  deals	  and	  conflicts.	  
Second,	  I	  analyze	  the	  experience	  of	  a	  tenant	  Ben	  dealing	  with	  Larry	  and	  Nelson.	  I	  show	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how	   his	   sense	   of	   “home”	   slowly	   vanished	   because	   of	   the	   disquieting	   environment	  
created	  by	  Larry	  and	  Nelson	  made	  practices	  of	  privacy	  ineffective.	  I	  conclude	  this	  second	  
part	   by	   outlining	   how	   some	   housing	   actors	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods	  
constitute	  themselves	  as	  local	  “villains”,	  whose	  contact	  is	  nefarious.	  
	  
	  
THE	  STRATEGIC	  NATURE	  OF	  INTIMACY	  IN	  THE	  HOUSING	  MARKET	  
Because	  of	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  –	  a	  market	  where	  private	  space	  is	  traded	  –	  
the	  tenants’	  private	  life,	  which	  usually	  remains	  shielded	  from	  other	  people’s	  view,	  come	  
to	  be	  exposed	  and	  discussed	  by	  the	  landlord	  and	  his	  affiliates,	  the	  building	  manager,	  the	  
housing	   lawyer,	   or	   the	   superintendant.	   In	   the	   housing	  market	   there	   is	   a	   close,	   often	  
unwanted,	  and	  always	  guarded,	  contact	  and	  often	  an	   infringement	  of	   tenants’	  private	  
life	  by	  housing	  professionals.	  	  
Infringement	   is	   obvious	   during	   conflicts	   between	   landlords	   and	   tenants.	   In	   these	  
conflicts	   contacts	  happen	   in	  housing	   court,	   over	   the	  phone,	   at	   tenants’	   apartment.	   In	  
these	   contacts,	   tenants’	   private	   life	   is	   often	   exposed	   and	   discussed.	   People	   on	   the	  
landlord	  side	  argue	  about	  tenants’	  financial	  situations,	  tenants’	  ability	  to	  pay	  rent	  in	  the	  
long	  run,	  and	  tenants’	  capacity	  to	  find	  a	  job	  when	  they	  are	  suddenly	  unemployed.	  The	  
landlord	  side	  becomes	  aware	  how	  tenants	  make	  their	  daily	   rounds.	  Tenants’	  habits	  of	  
cleanliness	   are	   questioned	   and	   dissected.	   Family	   arrangements	   are	   exposed	   as	   well.	  
Family	  members,	  who	  may	  be	  living	  in	  the	  premises	  whereas	  they	  are	  not	  on	  the	  lease,	  
are	   often	   known	   to	   the	   landlord,	   through	   the	   intermediary	   of	   the	   superintendent.	   In	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time,	   their	   presence	   can	   be	   denounced	   as	   a	   breach	   of	   the	   lease	   contract	   and	   as	   a	  
hazardous	  condition.	  Housing	  actors	  on	  the	   landlord	  side	  come	  to	  know	  in	  a	  slow	  and	  
incremental	  fashion	  a	  lot	  about	  tenants’	  intimacy.	  
	  
TECHNICALITIES	  IN	  COURT	  BATTLES:	  A	  CASE	  OF	  A	  FAILED	  PREFERENTIAL-­‐RENT	  CLAUSE	  
Larry	   is	   a	   real	   estate	   broker	   and	   building	   manager	   specialized	   in	   the	   area	   of	   central	  
Brooklyn,	   NY,	   a	   vast	   low-­‐income	   minority	   settlement,	   with	   several	   pockets	   of	  
gentrification.	  One	  of	  Larry’s	  main	  tasks	  is	  to	  represent	  landlords	  from	  central	  Brooklyn	  
in	  Housing	  Court	  in	  their	  disputes	  with	  tenants.	  Landlords	  often	  refuse	  coming	  to	  court,	  
because	  they	  work,	  because	  they	  find	  the	  system	  unfair	  to	  their	  interests,	  and	  because	  
they	  see	  it	  a	  waste	  of	  time.	  In	  addition,	  Larry	  often	  agrees	  to	  represent	  them	  for	  free	  in	  
court,	  especially	  if	  they	  give	  him	  power	  of	  attorney	  and	  if	  he	  believes	  he	  can	  gain	  their	  
trust.	  
One	   day,	   at	   the	   housing	   court,	   Larry	   and	  Marie,	   one	   of	   the	   two	   lawyers	   Larry	   trusts,	  
receive	  bad	  news.	  	  
A	  tenant,	  who	  has	  not	  been	  paying	  rent	  for	  several	  months	  claiming	  that	  various	  repairs	  
are	  needed,	  makes	  an	  unusual	  argument	  to	  the	  judge.	  The	  tenant,	  a	  man	  probably	  in	  his	  
mid	  40s,	  tells	  the	  judge	  he	  owes	  much	  less	  money	  to	  the	  landlord	  than	  Larry	  and	  Marie	  
claims.	  He	  never	  paid	  the	  “lawful	  rent”	  to	  the	  landlord	  but	  a	  “preferential	  rent”	  that	  was	  
granted	  to	  him	  when	  he	  moved	  in	  the	  apartment.	  
A	   preferential	   rent	   is	   a	   non-­‐mandatory	   clause	   that	   is	   specific	   to	   rent-­‐stabilized	  
apartments	   in	   New	   York	   City.	   These	   apartments	   are	   subject	   to	   a	   particular,	   complex,	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housing	   regulations,	   articulated	   around	   two	   principles.	   On	   one	   hand,	   tenants	   have	   a	  
basic	  right	  to	  the	  renewal	  of	  their	  lease,	  except	  in	  a	  very	  limited	  number	  of	  cases70.	  On	  
the	  other	  hand,	  yearly	  rent	  increases	  are	  not	  fixed	  by	  the	  landlord;	  they	  are	  fixed	  for	  all	  
rent-­‐stabilized	   apartments	   by	   the	   Rent	   Guideline	   Board	   (RGB)	   of	   New	   York	   City,	   a	  
collegial	   body	   where	   landlords	   and	   tenants	   are	   represented71.	   The	   landlord	   can	  
decrease	  the	  rent	  at	  will;	  but	  she	  may	  not	  increase	  the	  rent	  at	  will.	  	  	  
The	   preferential	   rent	   is	   a	   legal	   disposition	   that	   gives	   some	   flexibility	   to	   this	   system.	  
According	   to	   the	   regulation,	   “A	   preferential	   rent	   is	   a	   rent	   which	   an	   owner	   agrees	   to	  
charge	   that	   is	   lower	   than	   the	   legal	   regulated	   rent	   that	   the	   owner	   could	   lawfully	  
collect”72.	  The	  tenant	  pays	  the	  preferential	  rent	  until	  the	  end	  of	  the	  tenancy	  or	  the	  end	  
of	  the	  lease,	  depending	  on	  the	  clause	  in	  the	  contract.	  The	  preferential	  rent	  is	  most	  often	  
several	   hundreds	   dollars	   below	   the	   lawful	   rent,	   that	   is	   to	   say	   the	   official	   rent	   of	   the	  
apartment.	   At	   the	   end	   of	   the	   agreed	   term,	   the	   landlord	   can	   charge	   the	   tenants	   the	  
lawful	  rent.	  
This	  system	  is	  an	  attempt	  at	  avoiding	  a	  perverse	  effect	  –	  “price	  stickiness”	  in	  situation	  of	  
economic	   downturn	   and	   slower	   housing	   demand.	  When	   the	  housing	  market	   is	   down,	  
landlords	   of	   rent-­‐stabilized	   apartments	   may	   not	   be	   interested	   in	   lowering	   the	   lawful	  
rent	   for	   their	   apartment.	   Landlords	  may	  prefer	   to	   keep	   their	   apartments	   empty	   for	   a	  
while	  and	  wait	  for	  the	  economic	  recovery,	  hoping	  it	  would	  come	  shortly.	  If	  the	  landlord	  
lowers	   her	   lawful	   rent,	   she	   may	   not	   be	   able	   to	   profit	   from	   the	   coming	   economic	  
recovery	   by	   charging	   higher	   rent	   –	   rent	   increases	   being	   defined	   by	   the	   RGB,	   not	   the	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landlord.	  In	  situation	  of	  slow	  demand,	  then	  landlords	  of	  rent-­‐stabilized	  apartments	  face	  
a	  trade-­‐off.	  Preferential	  rents	  are	  meant	  to	  break	  this	  trade-­‐off.	  
In	   the	   dispute	   between	   landlords	   and	   tenants,	   preferential	   rent	   becomes	   a	   legal-­‐
technical	   issue.	  The	   lease	  contract	  must	  make	  clear	  the	  nature	  of	   the	  preferential	  and	  
the	  nature	  of	  the	  lawful	  rent,	  so	  that	  the	  tenant	  is	  not	  mislead	  believing	  the	  regular	  rent	  
she	   is	  going	  to	  pay	   is	   the	  preferential	   rent.	  The	  regulation	   is	  extremely	  specific	  on	  the	  
wording	   of	   a	   clause	   of	   preferential	   rent,	   as	   a	   protection	   against	   abuses	   and	  
misunderstandings73.	  
That	   day	   in	   court,	   the	   tenant	   has	   noted	   that	   the	   clause	  of	   preferential	   is	   not	  worded	  
properly	  in	  lease	  contract.	  
The	  judge	  follows	  the	  argument	  of	  the	  tenant.	  The	  lease	  did	  not	  mention	  the	  amount	  of	  
the	   lawful	   rent	  next	   to	   the	  preferential	   rent,	  but	  only	   later	   in	   the	   contract.	   The	   judge	  
decides	   the	   tenant	  will	   benefit	   from	   the	   preferential	   rent	   for	   the	   rest	   of	   his	   tenancy,	  
which	  is	  renewed	  automatically	  for	  stabilized	  apartments.	  
It	  is	  terrible	  news	  for	  Larry	  and	  Marie.	  	  
On	   top	   of	   the	   unpaid	   back	   rent	   and	   the	   continued	   case	   in	   court	   for	   repairs	   and	  
maintenance,	   now	   the	   landlord	   is	   “losing”	   several	   thousand	   dollars	   per	   year,	   in	  
comparison	  with	  the	  lawful	  rent	  he	  could	  charge	  –	  and	  this	  because	  of	  a	  badly	  written	  
clause	  in	  the	  lease	  contract	  by	  Marie.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73	  See	  Fact	  Sheet	  #40:	  Preferential	  Rent:	  http://www.nyshcr.org/Rent/FactSheets/orafac40.htm	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NEGOTIATING	  A	  BUY-­‐OUT	  
Larry	  Marie	  and	  I	  are	  in	  the	  hallways	  of	  the	  Housing	  Court.	  Marie	  is	  desperate	  and	  tries	  
to	  explain	  to	  Larry	  that	  they	  have	  lost	  a	  significant	  battle	  today.	  Larry	  is	  at	  once	  outraged	  
and	  more	  optimistic	   than	  she	   is.	  He	  keeps	  saying	   that	  he	   is	   “gonna	  evict	   this	   son	  of	  a	  
gun”.	  Marie	  looks	  at	  him	  as	  if	  he	  did	  not	  understand	  what	  has	  just	  happened.	  The	  tenant	  
has	  got	  a	  cheap	  apartment	  for	  the	  rest	  of	  his	  tenancy.	  
The	  tenant	  and	  his	  lawyer	  are	  standing	  fifteen	  meters	  from	  us.	  This	  is	  the	  moment	  that	  
they	  choose	  to	  start	  a	  negotiation	  with	  Larry	  and	  Marie.	  	  
The	  tenant’s	  lawyer	  walks	  towards	  Marie	  and	  Larry	  and	  tells	  them	  his	  client	  is	  ready	  to	  
negotiate	   a	   buy-­‐out.	   He	   wants	   $15,000	   as	   a	   buy-­‐out	   to	   leave	   immediately	   the	  
apartment.	  He	  also	  wants	  that	  the	  back-­‐rent	  issue	  be	  dropped.	  Without	  waiting	  for	  an	  
answer,	  the	  lawyer	  goes	  back	  to	  the	  tenant.	  
Marie	   thinks	   that	   the	   tenant	   is	  being	   reasonable	  and	  Larry	   should	   try	   to	   convince	   the	  
landlord	  to	  accept	  the	  deal	  and	  not	  wait	  any	   longer.	  The	   landlord	   is	   in	  his	  car,	  outside	  
the	  Housing	  Court	  waiting	  for	  a	  phone	  call	  from	  Larry.	  But	  Larry	  wants	  to	  negotiate.	  He	  
does	   not	   want	   to	   give	   more	   than	   $5,000	   to	   the	   tenant.	   For	   Marie,	   Larry	   is	  
underestimating	  the	  strength	  of	  the	  tenant’s	  position	  in	  the	  bargaining	  situation.	  	  They	  
are	  not	  in	  a	  position	  to	  negotiate	  she	  argues.	  	  
Larry	   disagrees	   with	   Marie.	   He	   knows	   the	   tenant	   does	   not	   live	   in	   the	   apartment	  
anymore.	  He	  lives	  with	  his	  girlfriend	  a	  few	  blocks	  away	  from	  the	  building.	  He	  has	  already	  
made	  plans	  to	  move	  out.	  That	  is	  why	  he	  has	  stopped	  paying	  the	  rent	  and	  took	  the	  risk	  of	  
a	  court-­‐ordered	  eviction.	  He	  has	  already	  another	  place	  to	  live	  at,	  says	  Larry.	  The	  tenant	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only	  wants	  some	  money	  to	  buy	  furniture	  and	  have	  some	  pocket	  change	  and	  he	  wants	  
forgiveness	  for	  the	  unpaid	  back	  rent.	  
Larry	  makes	   a	   hand-­‐sign	   to	   the	   tenant’s	   lawyer.	   The	   lawyer	   comes	   back	   to	   us	  with	   a	  
smile.	  He	   says	   to	   the	   lawyer	  he	  will	  not	  give	  more	   than	  $5,000	   to	   the	   tenant	  and	   the	  
tenant	  can	  keep	  the	  back	  rent.	  
The	   lawyer	   goes	   back	   to	   the	   tenant,	   and	   relays	   Larry’s	   offer	   to	   him.	   After	   a	   brief	  
discussion,	   the	   lawyer	   comes	   back	   to	   us,	   with,	   as	   expected,	   the	   asking	   figure,	   of	  
$10,000.	  	  
Larry	  says	  no	  and	  reiterates	  his	  offer	  of	  $5,000and	  forgiveness	  for	  the	  back	  rent.	  
The	  lawyer	  goes	  to	  his	  client	  and	  comes	  back	  to	  Larry	  and	  Marie.	  The	  tenant	  has	  agreed	  
to	  Larry’s	  offer.	  
In	  less	  than	  five	  minutes,	  a	  court	  battle	  that	  lasted	  several	  months,	  has	  ended.	  	  
From	   an	   unfavorable	   situation,	   Larry	   makes	   a	   victory.	   Larry	   is	   proud	   and	   Marie	   is	  
impressed.	   Larry	   and	   I	   exit	   the	   building,	   leaving	   the	   lawyers	   making	   the	   necessary	  
arrangements.	  	  
Outside,	   we	   meet	   the	   landlord,	   waiting	   for	   us	   in	   his	   red	   sports	   car.	   The	   landlord,	  
immobile	   in	   his	   driver	   seat,	   listens	   to	   Larry,	   bending	   to	   talk	   through	   the	   opened	   car	  
window,	  proudly	  telling	  the	  story	  of	  the	  negotiation	  –	  without	  spending	  too	  much	  time	  
on	  the	  issue	  of	  the	  badly	  written	  “preferential	  rent”	  clause.	  Larry	  guarantees	  that	  in	  no	  
time	   the	   landlord	   will	   recover	   the	   money	   of	   the	   buy-­‐out.	   The	   landlord	   is	   readily	  
convinced	  and	  happy.	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The	   landlord	  side	  of	  this	  market	  has	  partial,	  diffused	  and	  unwanted	  access	  to	  some	  of	  
the	   private	   life	   of	   tenants.	   In	   this	   particular	   case,	   I	   do	   not	   know	   how	   Larry	   got	   the	  
information	   that	   the	   tenant	   had	   a	   girlfriend	   in	   a	   neighboring	   building,	   but	   this	  
information	  has	  been	  critical	  to	  his	  success	  in	  negotiating	  a	  buy-­‐out.	  
Peering,	   even	   partially,	   into	   the	   private	   life	   of	   tenants,	   housing	   actors	   can	   assess	  
something	   decisive	   and	   difficult	   to	   approach:	   the	   strength	   of	   tenants’	   bonds	   to	   their	  
apartment.	  How	  much	  an	  apartment	  has	  sentimental	  value	  to	  a	  tenant,	  how	  much	  it	  is	  
intricately	   entangled	   into	   the	   tenant’s	   daily	   life	   are	   issues	   that	   have	   tremendous	  
significance	  for	  the	  landlord.	  It	  determinates	  how	  many	  resources,	  how	  much	  time	  and	  
energy,	  how	  much	  patience,	  someone	  will	  put	  into	  a	  legal	  battle	  if	  a	  conflict	  arises.	  The	  
lump	   sum	  of	   a	   tenant’s	  buy-­‐out	   is	   the	  monetary	   value	  put	  on	   this	  mix	  of	   sentimental	  
feelings,	  of	  energy	  and	  expertise	   in	  using	  the	  housing	  court	  system,	  and	  of	  the	  overall	  
bargaining	  position	  of	  the	  tenant	  versus	  the	  landlord.	  	  
3030:	  AN	  APARTMENT	  BUILDING	  FOR	  SALE	  
Larry	  does	  not	  only	  use	  knowledge	  of	  people’s	  intimate	  life	  to	  evict	  tenant.	  Trespassing	  
onto	   people’s	   private	   life	   is	   also	   critical	   to	   his	   strategy	   for	   selling	   entire	   buildings	   –	   a	  
much	  more	  lucrative	  endeavor.	  
Larry	  is	  trying	  to	  sell	  a	  building	  called	  “3030”,	  which	  belongs	  to	  the	  Kay	  family.	  To	  sell	  it,	  
Larry	  needs	  to	  collect	   information	  on	  both	  tenants	  and	  the	   landlord’s	  private	   lives.	  He	  
also	  tries	  to	  block	  information	  flowing	  from	  the	  landlord	  to	  the	  tenants,	  while	  keeping	  
information	   flowing	   from	   tenants	   to	   him.	   He	   needs	   to	   control,	   the	   superintendent,	  
named	  Mr.	  Cooper,	  an	  older	  black	  man	  who	  has	  been	  working	  for	  the	  Kays	  for	  several	  
	   468	  
years.	  To	  sell	   the	  building	  Larry	  also	  needs	  to	  acquire	  much	  private	   information	  about	  
potential	  buyers,	  therefore	  relying	  on	  buyers	  he	  already	  knows,	  such	  as	  Roger	  Robbins,	  
or	   he	   has	   been	   referred	   to,	   such	   as	   Morcedai’s	   father.	   Collecting	   this	   multiplex	  
information,	  which	  is	  both	  economic	  and	  private	  in	  nature,	  Larry	  may	  have	  a	  chance	  to	  
sell	  the	  building.	  
3030	  is	  a	  large	  apartment	  building	  of	  twenty-­‐six	  units,	  located	  in	  central	  Brooklyn.	  It	  is	  a	  
beautiful	  yet	  heavily	  decrepit	  building.	  It	  is	  located	  next	  to	  a	  park	  and	  a	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  
community74.	  The	  building	  has	  two	  apartments	  that	  are	  rent	  controlled	  –	  meaning	  the	  
rent	   is	   barely	   above	   $200	   a	  month.	   All	   the	   other	   apartments	   are	   rent	   stabilized.	   The	  
apartments	   are	   quite	   big	   for	   New	   York’s	   standards.	   Most	   are	   sunny	   two-­‐bedroom	  
apartments	  and	  the	  rents	  range	  from	  $700	  a	  month	  to	  $1100.	  The	  average	  rent	  for	  the	  
building	  is	  around	  $900.	  All	  the	  apartments	  need	  significant	  repairs	  and	  modernization,	  
but	  the	  structures	  of	  building	  are,	  according	  to	  Andres,	  a	  handyman,	  and	  Larry,	  sound.	  
The	   basement	   is	   vast,	   empty	   and	   partially	   above	   ground	   –	   Larry	   dreams	   of	   creating	  
three	   apartments,	   including	   one	   for	   the	   superintendent	   and	   an	   office	   for	   the	  
management.	  For	  Larry,	  in	  twenty	  years,	  the	  building	  will	  be	  perfect	  for	  a	  condominium	  
conversion.	  But	  now	  the	  owners	  of	  the	  building	  want	  $2.5	  million.	  
The	   owners	   of	   3030,	   the	   Kay	   family,	   are	   black	   Jamaican	   immigrants	   and	   Seventh-­‐Day	  
Adventists.	   The	   Kays	   own	   three	   buildings	   in	   central	   Brooklyn.	   They	   have	   been	   buying	  
and	  selling	  properties	  for	  decades	   in	  central	  Brooklyn.	  The	  family’s	  father	   is	   in	  his	  80s.	  
He	  still	  lives	  in	  Brooklyn	  and	  he	  is	  the	  actual	  owner	  of	  the	  building.	  He	  has	  lost	  his	  wife	  a	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74	   Information	   about	   the	   building,	   is	   location,	   have	   been	   slightly	   transform	   in	   order	   to	   avoid	   identification	   and	   to	  
preserve	  confidentiality.	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few	  years	  before.	  She	  is	  the	  one	  who	  hired	  Larry	  to	  manage	  the	  property.	  The	  father	  has	  
two	   children,	   James	   and	   Martin,	   now	   in	   their	   mid	   to	   late	   forties.	   They	   have	   upper	  
middle-­‐class	  corporate	  jobs.	  James	  lives	  in	  the	  Washington	  DC	  area	  and	  Martin	  lives	  on	  
Long	   Island.	   In	   a	   few	   years,	   the	   children	   of	   Martin	   will	   go	   to	   college.	   Recently,	   the	  
family’s	   father	   has	   been	   implicating	   a	   lot	   his	   two	   sons	   in	   the	   management	   of	   the	  
buildings.	  	  
SELLING	  3030	  
The	  Kays	  do	  not	  make	  any	  money	  on	  the	  building.	  	  
“[Selling]	  is	  what	  makes	  financial	  sense.”	  Says	  Larry	  to	  me.	  “They’re	  not	  making	  money	  
with	  that	  fucking	  building”	  
With	  surprise,	  I	  say:	  
“That’s	  amazing,	  I	  don’t	  understand,	  it’s	  such	  a	  great	  building”	  
“It’s	   the	   regulation,	   that’s	   it!	   [The	   father]	   should	  be	  making	  $5,000	  a	  month.	  He’s	  not	  
making	  $5	  a	  month!	  He’s	  putting	  money	  out	  of	  his	  pocket!	  Because	  of	  these	  crazy	  sons	  
of	  bitches.”	  
The	   “crazy	   sons	   of	   bitches”	   are	   the	   politicians	   in	  Albany	  who	  make	  housing	   laws,	   the	  
judges	  in	  housing	  court	  who	  are	  “bleeding-­‐heart	  liberals”,	  and	  the	  tenants	  who	  benefit	  
from	  and	  often	  abuse	  the	  system.	  
Larry	   believes,	   however,	   the	   context	   around	   3030	   is	   ideal	   for	   him.	   For	   the	   sale	   to	  
happen,	  Larry	  must	  hold	  together	  the	  consent	  of	  the	  Kay	  family	  and	  the	  agreement	  of	  a	  
buyer	   around	   one,	   unique,	   price.	   To	   achieve	   such	  mutual	   adjustment,	   Larry	   relies	   on	  
creating	  two	  different	  perspectives	  on	  the	  building	  and	  on	  the	  price.	  	  
	   470	  
For	  the	  Kay	  family,	  Larry	  needs	  to	  convince	  James,	  Martin	  and	  their	  father	  that	  it	  is	  the	  
right	   time	   to	   put	   the	   building	   on	   the	  market	   and	   that	   the	   price	   is	   right,	   not	   so	  much	  
because	  of	  market	  timing	  is	  good	  (in	  2010	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  central	  Brooklyn	  keeps	  
going	  down),	  but	  because	  it	  makes	  sense	  for	  the	  family	  as	  a	  whole.	  To	  do	  so	  Larry	  needs	  
to	  construct	  for	  himself	  the	  informal	  role	  of	  trusted	  advisor	  to	  the	  Kay	  family	  on	  top	  of	  
his	  official	  role	  as	  a	  real	  estate	  broker	  and	  building	  manager.	  	  
For	  the	  buyer,	  Larry’s	  goal	  is	  different.	  He	  needs	  to	  show	  that	  there	  is	  more	  value	  than	  
the	  numbers	  show	  –	  “there	   is	   room	  to	  grow”	  as	  Larry	  often	  says	  –	  and	  that	  3030	   is	  a	  
good	  deal	  and	  an	  opportunity	  where	  there	  is	  untapped	  economic	  value.	  	  
These	  goals	  seem	  contradictory.	  Larry	  needs	  to	  convince	  the	  seller	  it	  is	  time	  to	  sell	  and	  
to	  convince	  the	  buyer	  it	   is	  time	  to	  buy,	  all	  at	  the	  same	  price.	  It	   is	  a	  classic	  problem	  for	  
real	  estate	  brokers.	  Until	  the	  transaction	  is	  settled,	  brokers,	  it	  seems,	  need	  to	  hold	  two	  
opposite	  discourses	  to	  two	  opposite	  parties,	  about	  one	  unique	  reality,	  raising	  suspicion	  
of	  duplicity	  (Stovel	  2012).	  For	  brokers,	  it	  seems	  that	  the	  only	  way	  for	  maintaining	  their	  
position	  is	  to	  avoid	  that	  the	  parties	  talk	  to	  each	  other	  and	  to	  hide	  what	  discourse	  is	  held	  
to	  the	  other	  party	  until	  the	  transaction	  is	  done.	  
Larry	  solves	  this	  issue	  differently.	  	  
Larry	  frames	  the	  decision	  to	  sell	  and	  the	  decision	  to	  buy	  in	  different	  terms.	  Each	  decision	  
must	   be	   seen	   as	   “making	   sense”	   in	   its	   own	   local	   meaning-­‐context.	   Larry’s	   task	   is	   to	  
collect	   the	  necessary	   information	   to	  organize	  opposite	  yet	  converging	  perspectives	  on	  
the	  building	  and	   its	  price	   tag.	   In	   this	   task,	   Larry	   relies	   chiefly	  on	  exclusive	   information	  
about	   the	   intimate	   lives	  of	   the	  people	  with	  a	   stake	   in	   the	  deal	  –	  owners,	   tenants	  and	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buyers.	   Larry	   can	   provide	   to	   each	   party	   a	   rationale	   for	   opposite	   decisions	   that	   is	   so	  
specific	  to	  each	  party’s	  situation	  that	  these	  rationales	  are	  not	  contradictory	  anymore.	  
A	  deal	  needs	   to	  make	   to	  each	  party,	  and	   for	   that	   to	  happen,	   Larry	  needs	   to	  dive	   into	  
each	  party’s	  private	  life.	  
LARRY	  PENETRATES	  THE	  ECONOMIC	  AND	  PRIVATE	  LIFE	  OF	  A	  LANDLORD	  
On	   the	   seller	   side,	   small	   property	   owners	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods	   are	  
often	   unwilling	   to	   sell	   buildings	   they	   have	   sometimes	   owned	   for	   decades.	   They	   have	  
spent	  years	  paying	  back	  mortgages	  through	  blue-­‐collar	  or	  white-­‐collar	   jobs.	  They	  have	  
often	  put	  their	  own	  physical	  labor	  into	  maintaining	  and	  repairing	  the	  building.	  They	  have	  
invested	   in	   neighborhoods	   that	   most	   real	   estate	   professionals	   have	   discarded	   for	  
decades,	  until	   the	  waves	  of	   gentrification	  unevenly	  hit	  Brooklyn.	   Small	   landlords	  have	  
then	  a	  sentimental	  attachment	  to	  their	  building	  that	  can	  be	  problematic	  when	  selling	  a	  
building.	   Landlords	  may	   hesitate	   and	   change	   their	   mind.	   They	   can	   delay	   the	   sale	   for	  
months	  or	  years.	  	  
If	  Larry	  wants	  to	  “make	  deals”	  he	  needs	  to	  fight	  this	  tendency	  in	  the	  landlords	  he	  works	  
with.	  
Larry’s	  strategy	  is	  to	  entangle	  himself	  into	  the	  private	  life	  of	  these	  property	  owners	  and	  
to	  carve	  out	  a	  position	  of	  trusted	  advisor,	  and	  not	  only	  of	  real	  estate	  broker	  or	  building	  
manager	  looking	  for	  a	  fee.	  In	  such,	  position	  of	  trust	  he	  can	  get	  relevant	  information	  that	  
he	   can	   use.	   He	   can	   also	   manipulates	   the	   landlord’s	   network,	   so	   that	   the	   context	   of	  
decision-­‐making	  has	  changed	  in	  favor	  of	  selling.	   	  He	  can	  also	  use	  this	  position	  to	  make	  
tiny,	  incremental	  coup-­‐de-­‐force	  that	  leads	  to	  putting	  the	  building	  for	  sale.	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It	   is	   a	   strategy	   that	   Larry	   applied	   successfully	  with	   Sir	   Kevin	   and	   to	   a	   different	   extent	  
with	  Miss	  Jean.	  During	  my	  fieldwork	  with	  Larry,	  he	  applies	  it	  with	  Joe,	  the	  owner	  of	  the	  
Jimmy’s	  Diner,	  with	  Dr.	  Dwayne,	  with	  Nelson’s	  mother,	  with	  Martha	  Baker	  –	  and	  with	  
the	  Kay	  family.	  
Since	  the	  death	  of	  the	  mother	  and	  wife	  of	  the	  Kay	  family	  in	  2007,	  Larry	  has	  pushed	  for	  
the	  sale	  of	  3030.	  On	  a	  Saturday	  morning	  of	  summer	  2010,	  Larry	  and	  I	  are	  touring	  central	  
Brooklyn	  in	  his	  car.	  He	  tells	  me:	  
“I	  met	  yesterday	  with	  Martin	  and	  James.	  I	  must	  carry	  what	  must	  be	  done.”	  
Larry	  makes	  a	  solemn	  pause.	  	  
	  “You	  mean	  selling	  3030?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Selling	  3030,	  Greenfield	  Street.	  I	  am	  now	  the	  official	  the	  broker.”	  
“That’s	  great!	  Congratulations.	  Do	  you	  have	  the	  exclusive?”	  
“I	   don’t	  need	   the	  exclusive	  on	  paper.	  Do	  you	  want	   to	   know	  why?	  Because	   I	   have	   the	  
exclusive	  from	  their	  brains	  and	  from	  their	  hearts.	  I’ve	  known	  them	  for	  eight	  years.	  You	  
see,	  if	  anybody	  calls	  them,	  they	  say	  ‘Call	  Larry	  Nehmad.’	  I	  am	  the	  legal	  registered	  agent,	  
for	  the	  Building	  Department,	  for	  HPD,	  for	  DHCR,	  for	  everybody!	  For	  your	  grandmother	  
and	  for	  your	  great-­‐grand	  mother!	  Anybody	  calls	   [the	  Kays],	   ‘Talk	  to	  Larry!’	   that’s	  what	  
the	  father	  and	  the	  kids	  say.”	  
Larry	  chuckles	  at	  the	  pleasure	  of	  telling	  me	  how	  much	  the	  Kays	  trust	  him.	  He	  continues:	  
“I	  had	  an	  argument	  two	  months	  ago	  with	  Martin”	  Larry	  continues,	  “because	  I	  put	  3030	  
on	  Costar	  a	  few	  years	  ago75.	  It	  has	  been	  on	  the	  Internet	  for	  three	  or	  four	  years.	  I	  don’t	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75	  Costar	  is	  on-­‐line	  platform	  for	  real-­‐estate	  professionals.	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give	  a	  shit.	  So,	  one	  of	  his	  friends	  at	  Marcus	  Millichap	  [a	  large	  real	  state	  brokerage	  firm],	  
calls	  [Martin].	  ‘Larry	  you	  didn’t	  take	  it	  off?’	  I	  forgot	  to	  take	  it	  off,	  I	  swear	  to	  god.	  I	  said	  
‘Martin,	  why	  don’t	  you	  let	  [Marcus	  Millichap]	  manage	  it?’	  I	  sent	  a	  letter	  of	  resignation.	  ‘I	  
wanna	  quit’.	  ‘Listen,	  Larry…’	  It	  sounds	  that	  I’m	  motivated	  by	  greed	  because	  I	  wanna	  be	  a	  
broker.	  I’m	  not	  –	  fuck	  you.”	  	  
Larry	   laughs	   of	   contentment.	   How	   daring	   he	   can	   be	  with	   the	   Kays,	   because	   he	   has	   a	  
special	  relationship	  with	  them!	  	  He	  continues,	  more	  seriously:	  
“We	  have	  problems	  with	  that	  building.”	  
“Why?	  Because	  the	  tenants	  are	  not	  so	  good?”	  	  I	  ask.	  
“No,	  no,	  the	  tenants	  don’t	  bother	  me.	  The	  building	  does	  not	  carry	  itself.	  They	  are	  crying	  
too	  much.	  They	  haven’t	  paid	  me	  in	  two	  years.	  Plus	  they	  owe	  me	  money	  that	  I	  put	  into	  
the	  building.”	  
“Oh,	  you	  put	  some	  money	  into	  it?”	  
“Everything	   is	   legal	  and	   legitimate.	   I	  don’t	   cheat	   them.	  $10,000	   so	   far,	  maybe	  more.	   I	  
bought	  a	  tenant	  out.	  I	  gave	  him	  $600	  of	  goodwill.”	  
“$600?	  That’s	  nothing!”	  
“For	   the	   tenant	   to	   go	   peaceful,	   that’s	   bogus!	   BO-­‐GUS!	   James	   is	   very	   self-­‐assured,	  
confident.	  Actually,	  he’s	   fucking	  arrogant.	  Last	  night	   they	  gave	  me	  their	  blessings.	  The	  
father	  is	  81	  years	  old.	  The	  only	  worry	  he	  has	  is	  how	  long	  he’s	  gonna	  pay	  the	  bills.	  This	  
winter	   we’re	   gonna	   get	   fucked	  with	   the	   oil	   bill.	   They	   haven’t	   finished	   paying	   the	   bill	  
from	  last	  year.”	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Larry,	  conceives	  himself	  as	  a	  quasi-­‐partner	  in	  the	  family’s	  business	  of	  running	  3030.	  He	  
shifts	   from	   “we”	   to	   “they”;	   he	   puts	   money	   into	   managing	   the	   building,	   rather	   than	  
getting	  paid;	  he	  understands	  that	  the	  building	   is	  viable	  only	   if	   the	  father,	  who	  has	  not	  
many	  years	  of	  life	  in	  front	  of	  him,	  puts	  money	  into	  the	  building,	  omitting,	  for	  a	  second,	  
that	  his	  own	  free	  work	  and	  cash	  injections	  make	  also	  the	  building	  viable.	  
To	   achieve	   and	   strengthen	   his	   newfound	   position,	   Larry	   does	   not	   only	   penetrate	   the	  
intimate	  life	  of	  the	  Kays.	  He	  also	  opens	  himself	  to	  the	  Kays’	  scrutiny.	  	  
A	  few	  hours	  after	  my	  conversation	  with	  Larry,	  we	  are	  both	  at	  Jimmy’s	  Diner.	  Larry	  is	  on	  
the	  phone	  with	  Leonard,	  a	  wealthy	  real	  estate	  investor	  with	  whom	  he	  has	  learned	  the	  
real	   estate	  business.	   To	   stabilize	  more	   firmly	  his	  position	   in	   the	   life	  of	   the	  Kays,	   Larry	  
would	  like	  James	  Kay	  to	  meet	  Leonard.	  
“Because	  of	  you	  [Leonard]	  and	  the	  fact	  I	  was	  able	  to	  speak	  to	  [Mr.	  X	  another	  real	  estate	  
investor],	  we	  are	  going	   to	   sell	   the	  property	  at	   this	   time.	   It	   looses	  money.	   They’re	  not	  
making	  money.	  And	  they	  all	  know	  about	  you.	  Two	  and	  a	  half	  hour,	  yesterday,	  I	  had	  to	  
convince	  the	  father.	  The	  son	  happens	  to	  be	  a	  ___	  in	  DC,	  a	  republican	  no	  less.	  Go	  figure	  
that	  out!	  A	  black	  fellow	  who	  is	  a	  republican!	  And	  he’s	  very	  voice-­‐full	  about	  that.”	  
…	  	  
“Oh	  believe	  me,	   I’m	   the	  broker	  on	   the	  deal.	   I’m	  broker	  on	   the	  1031	   [exchange].	  And,	  
hopefully,	  I’m	  gonna	  put	  Erin	  [a	  lawyer]	  on	  [the	  deal].”	  
…	  
“I	  can	  only	  protect	   the	  father	  as	  a	  broker,	  but	   it’s	  your	   job	  at	   the	  end	  of	   the	  day.	  You	  
gotta	  put	  your	  heart	  into	  it.”	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…	  
“I	  maybe	  call	  on	  you	  if	  it’s	  ok?	  And	  Friday,	  James	  is	  dying	  to	  meet	  you.”	  
…	  
“I	   appreciate	   that.	   Two	   brothers,	   they’re	   towers,	   they	   are	   6-­‐5,	   with	   good	   jobs.	  
Interesting	   fellows.	   Finally,	   it	   took	   them	   three	   years	   to	   realize	   that	  what	   I	   said	  when	  
their	  mother	  passed	  away	  makes	  sense,	  on	  a	  financial	  standpoint.”	  
Larry	  hangs	  up.	  He	  tells	  me:	  
“I’ll	   see	   [Leonard]	  with	   James.	   That’s	   the	  way	   to	   go.	   [The	   Kays]	   paid	  me	   the	   ultimate	  
compliment.	  [They	  said]	  ‘I	  didn’t	  trust	  Larry	  then,	  three	  years	  ago.	  I	  wish	  we	  listened	  to	  
him	  three	  years	  ago’.”	  
Larry	  tries	  to	  shift	  the	  economic	  networks	  in	  which	  the	  Kays	  are	  embedded.	  Larry	  opens	  
to	  them	  his	  most	  precious	  ally,	  Leonard.	  Doing	  so	  Leonard	  transmits	  some	  of	  his	  status	  
as	   a	   successful	   real	   estate	   businessman	   to	   Larry.	   Leonard	   vouches	   for	   Larry’s	  
competency	  and	  good	  faith.	  Slowly	  the	  economic	  ties	  of	  the	  Kays	  change.	  On	  the	  phone,	  
Leonard	   advises	   Larry	   to	   involve	   himself	   in	   the	   sale	   of	   3030	   and	   in	   the	   purchase	   of	  
another	  building	  for	  the	  Kays.	  With	  the	  money	  made	  out	  of	  the	  sale	  of	  3030,	  the	  Kays	  
should	  buy	  another	  building	  and	  make	  a	  “1031	  exchange”	  that	  allows	  differing	  taxes	  on	  
real	  estate	  gains,	  says	  Leonard.	  Larry	  agrees.	  He	  will	  also	  try	  to	  put	  Erin	  as	  an	  attorney	  
on	  both	  deals.	  Larry	  will	  also	  ask	  the	  Kays	  to	  use	  Andres	  as	  handyman,	  superintendent	  
and	  repairman.	  Larry	  wants	  to	  involve	  as	  many	  people	  of	  his	  clique	  as	  he	  can.	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Following	  this	  strategy,	  I	  suggest	  to	  Larry	  that	  maybe	  the	  father	  of	  the	  Kay	  family	  would	  
be	  interested	  in	  doing	  the	  1031	  exchange	  with	  the	  “Temple”,	  another	  massive	  building	  
in	  central	  Brooklyn	  that	  Larry	  tries	  to	  sell.	  
The	  immediate	  response	  of	  Larry	  is	  a	  firm	  “No”.	  
“No!	  [The	  father]	  is	  looking	  for	  different	  kind	  of	  property.	  The	  father	  is	  81	  years	  old.	  He’s	  
looking	  for	  a	  different	  type	  of	  situation.	  He	  needs	  cash	  flow.	  The	  Temple	  has	  nothing	  to	  
give	  him.	  He	  needs	  cash	  flow.	  Each	  month,	  you	  receive	  a	  check.”	  
Larry	  rejects	  my	  idea.	  It	  does	  not	  make	  sense	  for	  the	  Kay	  family.	  Larry’s	  argument	  with	  
the	  Kays,	  which	  is	  also	  his	  argument	  with	  Miss	  Jean	  and	  Martha	  Baker,	  is	  that	  residential	  
buildings	   in	  central	  Brooklyn	  do	  not	  bring	  a	  steady,	  worriless,	  and	  fixed	   income	  to	  the	  
owner.	   These	   buildings	   involve	   a	   lot	   of	   daily	   management	   and	   their	   profitability	   can	  
quickly	  wanes	  if	  this	  management	  is	  not	  done.	  For	  Larry,	  older	  landlords	  should	  shift	  to	  a	  
different	   source	  of	   income,	   and	   should	   sell	   their	   buildings.	   Larry	   conceives	  his	   role	   as	  
someone	  with	   the	   interests	  of	   the	   family	   at	  heart:	   “I	   can	  only	  protect	   the	   father	   as	   a	  
broker,	  but	  it’s	  your	  job	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  day.	  You	  gotta	  put	  your	  heart	  into	  it”,	  he	  said	  
to	  Leonard.	  
Larry	  entangles	  himself	   into	  the	  private	  and	  economic	   life	  of	  the	  Kays	  so	  he	  can	  try	  to	  
steer	  their	  behavior	  toward	  selling	  3030	  a	  price	  that	  will	  make	  the	  deal	  happen.	  
3030	  AS	  AN	  UNTAPPED	  SOURCE	  OF	  VALUE	  
Towards	   potential	   buyers,	   Larry	   uses	   his	   knowledge	   of	   the	   owners’	   and	   the	   tenants’	  
intimate	  life	  to	  shed	  a	  different	  light	  on	  the	  building.	  Larry	  creates	  a	  specific	  perspective	  
from	  which	  the	  building	  appears	  as	  an	  untapped	  source	  of	  economic	  value.	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On	  the	  phone	  with	  a	  potential	  buyer,	  Larry	  says:	  
“You	  see	  the	  Kays	  bought	  thirteen	  years	  ago.	  They	  bought	  three	  hundred	  and	  some	  odd	  
thousand	   [dollars].	   They	   spend	   over	   three	   hundred	   [thousand]	   renovating	   it.	   I	   was	  
involved	  in	  it.	  Between	  repairs	  [and	  the	  purchase	  price],	  they’re	  in	  about	  seven	  hundred	  
and	   eight	   hundred	   thousand,	   give	   or	   take.	   It’s	   not	   that	   they’	   re	   looking	   to	   quadruple	  
[asking	   $2.5	   million].	   They	   make	   a	   buck.	   Right	   now,	   could	   they	   go	   another	   winter?	  
Absolutely!	  They	  haven’t	  paid	  me	  in	  two	  years”	  
…	  
“No,	  no,	  no,	  the	  point	  is	  I	  can	  bend	  the	  old	  man.	  He	  is	  81	  years	  old.”	  
…	  
“Find	  the	  sun,	  so	  we	  can	  do	  the	  sale.	  Roger	  Robbins	  [another	  potential	  buyer],	  he	  met	  
with	  James	  [of	  the	  Kay	  family],	  he	  shot	  2.5	  [million	  dollars],	   [the	  family]	  was	  ready	  for	  
2.5.	  But	  now,	  Roger	  wants	  to	  back	  down	  to	  2.2	  -­‐	  2.3.	  You	  can’t	  do	  that	  shit!	  If	  I	  can	  do	  it	  
[again]	  for	  2.5	  with	  [another	  buyer]	  I’ll	  push	  [for	  the	  Kay	  family	  to	  accept	  the	  offer	  of	  the	  
other	  buyer].	  I’ll	  push	  it.”	  
Larry	  advertises	  his	  deep	  knowledge	  of	   the	  seller	   to	   the	  buyer.	  He	  can	  deliver	  a	  price,	  
2.5,	  because	  he	  knows	  the	  father	  –	  he	  can	  “bend”	  his	  will.	  	  
To	   Roger	   Robbins,	   the	   potential	   buyer	   who	   retracted	   an	   offer	   of	   $2.5	   million,	   Larry	  
advertises	  both	  his	  deep	  knowledge	  of	  the	  tenants	  and	  his	  knowledge	  of	  the	  Kay	  family.	  
On	  the	  phone	  with	  Roger,	  Larry	  is	  going	  apartment-­‐by-­‐apartment	  trying	  to	  convince	  the	  
potential	  buyer	  that	  the	  rent	  collected	  could	  be	  much	  higher:	  
“[Apartment]	  D3,	  I	  put	  $1500	  for	  a	  two-­‐bedroom,	  renovated.”	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…	  
“No,	  you	  can	  get	  $1500	  for	  that	  neighborhood,	  because	  orthodox	  [Jews]	  love	  the	  park.”	  
Roger	  asks	  Larry	  whether	  there	  are	  orthodox	  families	  living	  in	  the	  building.	  	  
“No,	  not	  yet.	  But	  I’m	  working	  on	  it.	  But	  go	  to	  the	  park	  and	  you	  will	  see	  them	  every	  day”,	  
says	  Larry.	  
…	  
“You	   see	   if	   you	   take	   the	   $839	   and	  $758	   [the	   rent	   for	   two	  other	   apartments]	   there	   is	  
room	  for	  growth.	  If	  I	  calculated	  right	  based	  on	  my	  numbers,	  and	  that’s	  average,	  I	  have	  a	  
$290,000	  rent-­‐roll	  right	  now.	  And	  I	  have	  not	  calculated	  the	  extra	  2	  or	  3%	  I’m	  gonna	  get	  
from	   October	   on	   [by	   the	   Rent	   Guidelines	   Board].	   The	   three	   vacant	   apartments,	   if	   I	  
average	  at	  $1500	  –	  there	   is	  no	  doubt	  I	  can	  get	  that	  and	  that’s	  on	  the	   low	  end.	  So	  you	  
have	   room	   to	   grow.	   	   You	   have	   D2	   and	   D1,	   you	   have	   C5,	   and	   C6.	   Look	   at	   the	   Cs!	   So	  
basically	  you	  have	  room	  to	  grow.”	  
Roger	  asks	  Larry	  how	  the	  apartments	  will	  be	  vacated.	  Larry	  answers:	  
“Right	  now,	  if	  you	  look	  at	  B1,	  she’s	  in	  pain.	  She	  is	  almost	  80	  years	  old.	  She	  wants	  get	  the	  
‘F’	  out,	  I	  know	  that.	  	  I’ll	  give	  her	  an	  incentive	  [i.e.	  a	  buy-­‐out].	  Right	  now,	  I	  can	  go	  to	  five	  
different	  tenants	  and	  get	  them	  vacant	  in	  the	  next	  12	  to	  24	  months.	  And	  it	  is	  legitimate	  
stuff.	  I’m	  not	  a	  thug.	  I’m	  not	  pushy.”	  
…	  
“So	  in	  my	  opinion,	  Roger,	  go	  the	  extra	  inch	  and	  make	  the	  deal	  [at	  $2.5	  million].	  And	  I	  will	  
stay	  with	  you,	  for	  a	  year,	  free	  of	  charge.	  It’s	  worth	  it!	  I	  know	  some	  of	  the	  weak	  points	  of	  
these	  tenants.”	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Larry’s	  next	  argument	  relies	  on	  his	  knowledge	  of	  the	  private	  life	  of	  the	  Kays	  –	  how	  the	  
family	  thinks	  and	  reacts.	  
“I	  don’t	  want	  James	  and	  Martin,	  the	  brothers,	  to	  change	  their	  mind.	  I	  don’t	  want	  them	  
to	  wake	  up	  tomorrow	  morning,	  a	  stick	  up	  their	  ass,	  [saying	  to	  me]	  ‘You	  know	  what?	  My	  
father	  has	  changed	  his	  mind,	  he	  wants	  to	  keep	  [the	  building]’.	  Because	  the	  spirit	  of	  their	  
mother	   is	   still	   there	   [in	   the	   building].	   Listen,	   I	  was	   trying	   to	   quit	   on	   that	  woman,	   she	  
wouldn’t	  allow	  me.	  And	  she	  was	  a	  good	  spirit	   for	  them.	  The	  father	  misses	  terribly.	  He	  
really	  does.”	  
Larry	   stresses	   that	   it	   is	   important	   for	   Rogers	   to	   take	   into	   account	   in	   his	   negotiating	  
strategy	  the	  sentimental	  value	  of	  the	  building	  for	  the	  Kays.	  The	  Kays	  can	  easily	  change	  
their	  mind	  and	   keep	   the	  building	   for	   a	   few	  more	   years,	   if	   Roger	   is	   too	  passive	  or	   too	  
hesitating.	  There	  is	  no	  immediate	  urgency	  for	  the	  landlord	  to	  sell,	  argues	  Larry.	  	  
Larry’s	  last	  argument	  is	  to	  frame	  the	  3030	  into	  previous	  good	  deals	  that	  Roger	  has	  made	  
in	  the	  past.	  Here	  Larry	  plays	  on	  his	  personal	  knowledge	  of	  Roger.	  
“This	   is	   [Central	   Brooklyn],	   and	   these	   are	   pre-­‐war	   [buildings]	   –	   huge	   [buildings].	  
Whenever	   they’re	   ready,	   they	   go	   to	   condo.	   And	   they	  will!	   By	   then	   you	   and	   I	   will	   be	  
dead.	  But	  who	  cares?	  Your	  grandkids	  will	  have	  it.	  The	  point	  is	  there	  is	  value.	  Hey,	  listen,	  
you	  gotta	  spend	  your	  money.	  I	  spend	  my	  money	  on	  hookers.	  And	  look,	  I’m	  broke.	  But	  do	  
you	  see	  what	  I’m	  trying	  to	  say?	  It’s	  worth	  it	  if	  you	  look	  at	  the	  long	  term.	  I	  mean,	  you	  got	  
two	   schools	   of	   thought.	   If	   anybody	  would	   have	   told	   you	   back	   in	   the	   70s	   you	  were	   a	  
schmuck	  for	  buying	   in	  Park	  Slope...	  That	  corner	  that	  you	  bought,	   I	  used	  to	  go	  with	  my	  
grandfather	  to	  the	  movie	  theater.	  I	  remember	  the	  title	  Tora!	  Tora!	  Tora!	  That	  place	  was	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like	  drug	  dealers,	  Puerto	  Ricans	  shooting	  at	  Jews.	  [People	  would	  say]	  ‘Com’on’	  and	  ‘No,	  
you	  can’t	  touch	  this	  [real	  estate	  in	  Park	  Slope]’.”	  	  
Getting	   private	   information	   about	   varied	   intimate	   lives	   enables	   Larry	   to	   see	   and	   to	  
communicate	  an	  economic	  reality	  that	  exists	  beyond	  the	  numbers	  on	  paper,	  beyond	  the	  
rent	  roll,	  beyond	  the	  operating	  costs,	  and	  beyond	  the	  interest	  rates.	  This	  is	  an	  economic	  
reality	   made	   of	   actual	   relationships.	   It	   includes	   monetary	   exchanges,	   legal	   contracts,	  
larger	  macro	  economic	  forces	  and	  data	  (e.g.	  interest	  rates),	  and	  also	  sentiments,	  family	  
problems,	   local	  micro-­‐details	   that	   create	   invisible	   constraints	   and	   opportunities.	   Larry	  
knows	  the	  two	  sides	  of	  3030.	  The	  building	  is	  a	  set	  of	  numbers	  on	  paper	  and	  a	  complex	  
of	  economic	  and	  personal	  relationships	  of	  which	  these	  numbers	  are	  the	  transcripts.	  He	  
is	   in	   the	   position	   to	   skillfully	   manipulate	   the	   perspective	   from	   of	   the	   building	   is	  
constructed	  as	  an	  economic	  object	  to	  be	  bought,	  or	  not.	  
MR.	  COOPER,	  THE	  BURDENSOME	  SUPERINTENDENT	  OF	  3030	  
The	   strategy	   of	   Larry	   relies	   in	   part	   on	   his	   ability	   to	   collect	   information	   in	   secret,	  
especially	   regarding	   tenants’	   willingness	   to	   stay	   in	   the	   building.	   In	   the	   quest	   for	  
entanglement	   in	   local	   relationships	   and	   private	   lives,	   Larry	   faces	   an	   obstacle	   –	   the	  
superintendent	  of	  3030,	  named	  Mr.	  Cooper.	  	  
If	  so	  much	  of	  the	  “hidden”	  value	  of	  the	  building	  relies	  on	  the	  ability	  of	  Larry	  to	  assess	  
the	  strength	  of	  tenants’	  attachment	  to	  their	  apartment	  and	  to	  judge	  of	  the	  willingness	  
of	   the	   landlord	   to	  put	   the	  building	  on	   the	  market,	   the	   superintendent	  who	  has	  much	  
access	   to	  both	  parties	   is	   a	  potential	   competitor	   and	  obstacle	   to	   Larry’s	  march	   toward	  
making	  a	  deal.	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Larry	  quickly	  decides	  to	  fire	  Mr.	  Cooper	  from	  his	  job	  of	  superintendent	  of	  3030	  and	  to	  
evict	  him	  from	  his	  apartment	  on	  the	  first	  floor	  of	  the	  building.	  
On	  a	  Saturday	  morning	  in	  July	  2010,	  Larry	  talks	  with	  Sir	  Kevin,	  a	  close	  economic	  ally	  and	  
friend	  of	  Larry,	  about	  3030.	  
“I’m	   replacing	  Mr.	   Cooper.	   Do	   you	   remember	   the	   light	   skin	   guy?	   He	   is	   as	   perfidious	  
today	  as	   the	  day	  he	  moved	   in	   there.	   I	   give	  him	  a	  30-­‐day	  notice	   [of	   the	  eviction]	  next	  
week.	   I	   don’t	   want	   him	   in	   this	   building.	   You	   wanna	   know	   why?	   Bad	   spirits.	   Tenants	  
would	  rally	  out	  there.	  I’m	  gonna	  put	  my	  own	  guy.	  He	  is	  Spanish	  and	  he	  has	  good	  hands.”	  
“He	  can	  work	  on…?”	  asks	  Sir	  Kevin.	  
“Everything	  around.”	  
The	  “Spanish	  guy”	  with	  whom	  Larry	  replaces	  Mr.	  Copper	  is	  Andres.	  A	  few	  weeks	  later,	  
Larry	  says	  to	  Andres:	  
“I’m	  serving	  the	  tenant	  in	  Brooklyn	  [Mr.	  Cooper].	  What	  I	  need	  you	  to	  do	  next	  week	  or	  
two	  weeks	  from	  now.	  	  You	  take	  the	  train,	  you	  go	  to	  Brooklyn	  [to	  3030]	  you	  take	  care	  of	  
the	  building.	  And	  you	  come	  back	  with	  a	  small	  stipend.	  Stay	  there	  [at	  3030]	  one	  or	  two	  
nights	  [a	  week	   in	  the	  empty	  apartment	  D3].	  Because	   I	  don’t	  want	  you	  to	  give	  up	  your	  
apartment	  [in	  Harlem]”	  
“No,	  no,	  I	  wont	  do	  that”,	  says	  Andres.	  
“You	  stay	  there	  [at	  3030],	  two	  –	  three	  days	  a	  week.	  I	  want	  [your	  landlord	  in	  Harlem]	  to	  
be	  confused	  as	  to	  what	  you	  do.”	  
“Ooh	  ok,	  I	  got	  you,	  I	  got	  you.”	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“You	   take	   care	   of	   the	   building.	   You	   fix.	   I	   want	   you	   to	  make	   the	   owner	   [the	   Kays]	   so	  
depending	  upon	  you.	  And	  whenever	  I	  take	  care	  of	  it.	  [i.e.	  I	  pay	  for	  your	  work]”	  
“Ok”	  
“When	  we’re	  done	  with	  this,	  we	  have	  a	  couple	  of	  buildings	  coming	  over.”	  
Larry	   is	   sure	  of	  Andres’	   loyalty	   to	  his	   interests.	  Their	  association	   in	   the	  “Harlem	  Deal”	  
and	   their	  plans	   for	   the	   future	  guarantee	  Andres’	   commitment.	  Andres,	   Larry	  believes,	  
will	  not	  side	  with	  the	  tenants,	  as	  Mr.	  Cooper	  may	  do.	  
In	   August	   2010,	   Mr.	   Cooper	   is	   officially	   fired	   of	   his	   function	   as	   superintendent	   and	  
replaced	  by	  Andres.	  However,	  Mr.	  Cooper	   is	   not	   evicted	   from	  his	   apartment	   at	   3030.	  
Larry	  calls	  James	  from	  the	  Kay	  family	  and	  says:	  
“I	  went	  to	  3030.	  Let	  me	  tell	  you,	  everybody	  is	  happy	  with	  that	  new	  super	  of	  yours	  [i.e.	  
Andres].	   Now	   there	   is	   somebody	   on	   the	   premises	   doing	   painting,	   fixing,	   concrete,	   I	  
mean	  he	  is	  doing	  what	  a	  super	  is	  supposed	  to	  do.”	  
…	  
“No	   I’m	  working	  on	   [Mr.	  Cooper’s	  eviction].	   [Mr.	  Cooper]	   thought	  he	  would	  stay	  here	  
and	  pay	  the	  $1500	  rent.	  I	  don’t	  want	  him	  there,	  you	  know	  why?	  Because	  he	  brings	  bad	  
spirits.	  Not	  only	  that,	  he	  is	  perfidious.	  He’s	  against	  the	  family.	  He	  was	  always	  on	  the	  side	  
of	  the	  tenants!	  The	  day	  he	  was	  told	  we’re	  gonna	  hire	  a	  new	  super,	  he	  calls	  me	  the	  next	  
day	  ‘Oh	  you	  got	  to	  bring	  Mr.	  Kay	  here,	  it	  is	  an	  emergency’.	  I	  say	  ‘What	  is	  it?’	  He	  says	  ‘Oh	  
I	  have	  a	   leak	   in	  my	  bathroom’.	  His	  bathroom	  has	  been	  leaking	  for	  two	  years.	  No,	  no,	   I	  
want	  him	  out	  of	  here,	  because	  he	  brings	  bad	  karma”	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In	  a	  discussion	  in	  Larry’s	  car,	  one	  Saturday	  morning	  a	  few	  weeks	  later,	  in	  front	  of	  3030,	  I	  
ask	  precisions	  about	  what	  does	  Larry	  mean	  by	  “bad	  spirits”	  and	  “bad	  karma”	  about	  Mr.	  
Cooper.	  Why	  does	  Larry	  want	  to	  evict	  Mr.	  Cooper	  so	  vigorously?	  
“We’re	  evicting	  him,	  but	  he	  wants	  to	  stay	  and	  pay	  rent.	  Whatever	  the	  market	  rent	  is,	  I	  
said	  nope.	  I	  want	  him	  out.”	  
“Why?”	  I	  ask	  
“You	  wanna	  know	  why?”	  
“Yeah,	  if	  he	  pays	  rent	  why	  do	  you	  care?”	  I	  say.	  
“He	  will	  stay	  there,	  pay	  rent	  and	  one	  week	  past	  he	  will	  say	  ‘I	  have	  leaks	  over	  there	  and	  
leaks	  over	  there.’	  That’s	  an	  attitude	  here.	  That	  cocksucker	  will	  end	  up	  with	  a	  thirty-­‐day	  
notice.	  He	  will	  be	  difficult	  to	  handle.	  And	  I	  don’t	  want	  his	  spirit	  in	  the	  building,	  because	  a	  
lot	  of	  people	  feel	  that	  there	  is	  some	  allegiance,	  there	  is	  loyalty	  to	  him,	  whereas	  he	  is	  just	  
a	  piece	  of	  shit.	  That’s	  how	  I	   feel	   I	  want	  him	  out.	  He	  has	  a	  bad	  spirit.	   I	  don’t	  want	  him	  
there.	  He	  never	  had	  a	  sense	  of	  duty,	  he	  never	  had	  a	  sense	  of	  loyalty	  to	  the	  owners.	  	  He	  
only	  sides	  with	   the	   tenants.	   I	  don’t	  need	   this	   shit!	   I	  don’t	  want	  him	  here.	  We	  have	   to	  
take	  back	  that	  apartment,	  we	  have	  to	  renovate	  it.	  We’re	  gonna	  do	  it.	  All	  we’re	  gonna	  do	  
is	  increase	  the	  value.	  “	  
Larry	  is	  afraid	  that	  Mr.	  Cooper	  would	  give	  enough	  information	  to	  tenants	  so	  they	  would	  
ask	   for	   tens	  of	   thousand	  dollars	   in	  a	  buy-­‐out	  –	   something	   that	  would	   immediately	  kill	  
any	  deal	  in	  utero.	  
	   484	  
Having	  replaced	  Mr.	  Cooper	  as	  superintendent	  by	  Andres,	  Larry	  feels	  he	  has	  much	  more	  
mastery	  over	  the	  detailed	  facts	  of	  the	  lives	  of	  “difficult”	  tenants.	  Talking	  one	  afternoon	  
in	  November	  2010	  with	  Andres	  about	  a	  court	  case	  with	  a	  tenant	  from	  3030,	  Larry	  says:	  
“You	  wanna	  talk	  about	  [tenants	  of	  apartment]	  D5?	  I	  was	  in	  court	  this	  morning.”	  
“D5…?	  Oh,	  oh,	  the	  disgusting	  brothers,	  yeah,	  yeah…”	  
“The	  sister	  was	  there	  too.	  She	  was	  badmouthing	  me.	  I	  let	  her.	  So	  we	  went	  to	  court	  and	  
we	  conferenced	   it	   [with	  a	  court	  attorney,	   for	  mediation].	  Now	  she	  says	  she’s	  got	  rats,	  
mice,	  she’s	  got	  bed	  bugs.”	  
“No,	  not	  true.”	  Says	  Andres	  flatly.	  
“I	  said	  ‘listen’.	  I	  show	  [the	  court	  attorney]	  she	  owes	  this…	  I	  said	  your	  two	  brothers	  are	  
verbally	   abusive,	   threatening.	   The	   guy	   smokes,	   throws	   cigarettes	   on	   the	   ground.	   Of	  
course	  the	  [court]	  attorney,	  who	  is	  not	  on	  my	  side	  too	  often,	  went	  to	  town	  on	  her.	  I	  say	  I	  
have	   a	   new	   super.	   ‘Oh	  Mr.	   Cooper	   never	   did…’	   	   [I	   said]	   ‘The	   apartment	   needs	   to	   be	  
fixed.	  I’ll	  do	  all	  the	  repairs.	  I	  know	  it’s	  a	  lot.’	  The	  sister	  gives	  me	  her	  cell	  number.	  I	  say	  [to	  
her]	   ‘Your	  brothers	  always	   curse	  me’.	   Then	   I	   reminded	  her	  when	   the	   fire	  department	  
came	   in.	   They	   stayed	   for	   three	   hours.	   ‘Who	   is	   the	   smart	   guy	   smoking	   out	   of	   the	  
window?’	  She	  looked	  at	  me	  and	  said	  ‘Yes	  you’re	  right.’	  ‘And	  now	  you’re	  cursing	  me,	  you,	  
your	  mother	  and	  your	  brothers’.	  She	  hugs	  me.	  She	  gave	  me	  her	  cell.	  She	  wants	  to	  make	  
peace.	  She	  says	  do	  what	  you	  gotta	  do.	  There	  is	  no	  bed	  bug.”	  
“There	  is	  no	  bed	  bug”	  says	  Andres.	  
“There	  are	  two	  big	  bugs,	  these	  two	  brothers!”	  Larry	  chuckles	  to	  his	  joke	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“That’s	   the	  bed	  bugs	  she	   is	   talking	  about,	   says	  Andres.	  They	  do.	  They	  get	  up	  at	  noon.	  
They	   seat	   there	   and	   drink	   coffee.	   No,	   I’m	   not	   kidding.	   And	   they	   drink	   coffee	   until	  
midnight.	  Right	  after	  midnight.”	  	  
Andres	  is	  scandalized	  by	  the	  behavior	  of	  the	  two	  brothers.	  
Larry	  replaced	  Mr.	  Cooper	  by	  Andres	  so	  he	  can	  have	  a	  better	  grasp	  of	  the	  micro	  details	  
of	   the	   conflicts	   with	   tenants.	   Larry	   could	   not	   trust	  Mr.	   Cooper	   for	   giving	   the	   kind	   of	  
information	  that	  he	  needs	  and	  for	  keeping	  sensitive	  information	  for	  himself.	  Larry	  needs	  
to	  know	  the	  daily	  rounds	  of	  the	  tenants.	  He	  needs	  to	  know	  who	  is	  smoking	  on	  the	  fire	  
escape	  and	  who	  can	  be	  convincingly	  charged	  of	  causing	  a	  small	  fire.	  Larry	  needs	  to	  know	  
whether	  claims	  of	  “rats,	  bed	  bugs	  and	  mice”	  are	  plausible	  or	  not.	  	  
LARRY’S	  STRATEGY	  VS.“NUMBERS	  ONLY”	  
However,	   not	   everyone	   is	   as	   receptive	   as	   Roger	   Robins	   to	   the	   details	   of	   the	   people’s	  
lives	   and	   relationships	   behind	   the	   rent	   roll.	   And	   not	   everyone	   finds	   convincing	   or	  
necessary	  that	  Larry	  can	  “bend	  the	  old	  man’s”	  will	  to	  make	  a	  deal.	  
Mordecai	  is	  the	  son	  of	  a	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  real	  estate	  investor.	  He	  is	  a	  proxy	  for	  his	  father	  
in	   most	   economic	   events,	   but	   the	   father	   remains	   the	   one	  making	   the	   final	   round	   of	  
negotiations	  and	  signing	  the	  purchase	  agreement	  –	  not	  Mordecai	  –	  creating	  a	   layer	  of	  
complication	  in	  real	  estate	  deals.	  
Mordecai’s	  father	  mostly	  owns	  property	   in	  the	  Bronx.	  Central	  Brooklyn	  has	  become	  of	  
interest	   to	   him	   only	   recently.	  Mordecai	   has	   been	   introduced	   to	   Larry	   by	   a	   long-­‐time	  
friend,	  a	  real-­‐estate	  broker	  named	  Dolores	  Erra,	  with	  whom	  Larry	  worked	  on	  significant	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deals.	  Dolores	  asked	  Larry	  to	  facilitate	  the	  implantation	  of	  Mordecai’s	  father	  in	  central	  
Brooklyn,	  in	  exchange	  of	  which	  they	  would	  split	  the	  broker	  fee	  in	  half.	  	  
Mordecai	   says	   to	   Larry	   his	   father	   is	   interested	   in	   buying	   3030	   and,	   in	   few	   days,	  
Mordecai,	   his	   father,	  Dolores,	   Larry	   and	   the	   Kays,	   father	   and	   sons,	  meet	   for	   the	   final	  
round	  of	  negotiations.	  
Larry	  tells	  me	  how	  it	  went	  the	  next	  day,	  when	  him	  and	  I	  are	  in	  the	  subway	  on	  our	  way	  to	  
Times-­‐Squares	  for	  a	  meeting.	  
“We	  met	  yesterday”,	  says	  Larry.	  “They	  were	  half	  an	  hour	  late.	  [Mordecai]’s	  father	  came	  
at	   9:30am.	  We	   went	   by	   his	   office.	   His	   father	   looks	   at	   the	   numbers.	   He	   says	   that	   he	  
doesn’t	  pay	  more	  than	  five	  or	  six	  times	  the	  rent	  roll.	  That’s	  how	  he	  buys	  a	  building	  in	  the	  
Bronx.	  But	  this	  is	  Brooklyn!	  He	  tells	  me	  ‘Are	  you	  smoking,	  ten	  times	  the	  rent	  roll,	  what	  
do	  you	  think,	  I’m	  stupid?’	  I	  look	  at	  my	  diary.	  I	  look	  at	  him.	  And	  I	  say,	  ‘What	  are	  we	  doing	  
here?	  We’re	  wasting	  time.	  I	  thought	  we	  had	  a	  deal	  at	  2.5	  [million	  dollars].	  Your	  son	  said	  
it’.	   Then	   I	  offended	  him	  because	   the	   father	  has	   tremendous	  ego.	  He	  owns	  about	   fifty	  
buildings	  on	  his	  own.	   I	  said	   ‘What	  are	  we	  doing	  here?	   It’s	  2.5	  million	  dollars	  take	   it	  or	  
leave	  it.’	  So	  I	  called	  my	  back	  up	  [Roger	  Robbins].	  Mordecai	  has	  done	  that	  twice.	  He	  will	  
never	   do	   it	   again.	  Mordecai	  wants	   to	   argue	   about	   $25,000-­‐$50,000.	   I’m	   going	   to	   see	  
Miss	  Wilson	  because	  everyone	  wants	  the	  actual	  number	  and	  she	  is	  the	  only	  one	  to	  have	  
them.”	  
After	  a	  pause	  he	  adds	  with	  increasing	  anger.	  
“Six	  times	  the	  rent-­‐roll.	  [Larry	  makes	  mental	  calculations]	  It’s	  1.8	  [million	  dollars]!	  We’re	  
short	  $700,000!	  What	  are	  we	  doing	  here?	  Get	  the	  fuck	  out	  here!”	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Larry	  is	  flabbergasted	  by	  what	  happened	  the	  previous	  day.	  He	  does	  not	  understand	  how	  
such	  a	  wide	  difference	  of	  valuation	  of	  the	  building	  can	  happen.	  He	  has	  the	  intuition	  that	  
the	  meeting	  has	  injured	  his	  reputation.	  	  
“I	  spoke	  to	  James	  [Kay],	  last	  night.	  We	  get	  along	  very	  well	  together.	  Listen,	  been	  there,	  
done	  that.	  You	  see	  as	  Orthodox,	  they	  resent	  I	  work	  so	  hard	  for	  a	  black	  man.	  I’ve	  been	  
told	  that	  many	  times”	  	  
“Oh,	  they	  claim	  some	  kind	  of	  religious	  solidarity?”	  	  I	  ask.	  
“Yeah	  and	  then	  they’re	  gonna	  fuck	  you	  as	  fast	  as	  they	  can.”	  	  
Larry	  cannot	  get	  over	   the	   fact	  of	   such	  difference	   in	  valuation.	  He	   takes	   from	  his	   large	  
bag	  pack,	  a	  wrinkled	  sheet	  of	  paper,	  with	  the	  monthly	  rent	  for	  each	  apartment	  in	  3030.	  
It	  is	  a	  lonely	  sheet	  of	  paper,	  taken	  off	  from	  a	  book	  note.	  The	  careful	  handwriting	  of	  Larry	  
does	   not	  make	   up	   for	   the	   fact	   that	   it	   does	   not	   look	   professional:	   some	   numbers	   are	  
written	  with	  a	  pencil,	  other	  ones	  with	  a	  blue	  pen,	  and	  the	  remaining	  ones	  with	  a	  black	  
pen.	  There	   is	  no	  underlying	  coherence,	  nor	  format.	   It	   is	  a	  critical	  paper,	  and	  yet,	  Larry	  
has	   collected	   information	   through	   various	   phone	   calls,	   through	  memory,	   at	   different	  
points	  in	  time	  during	  the	  last	  few	  days.	  
Larry	  is	  making	  again	  the	  calculations.	  	  
“There	  are	  three	  vacancies	  [at	  3030]”	  he	  says	  
“So	  these	  [vacancies]	  for	  the	  actual	  rent	  roll,	  they	  just	  appear	  as	  zero,	  right?”	  I	  ask.	  
“Correct,	  that’s	  what	  we	  argued	  yesterday.	  If	  I	  have	  251	  [thousand	  dollars]	  actual	  cash	  
flow,	  with	  those	  three	  vacancies	  [as	  if	  they	  were	  rented],	  legally	  I’m	  already	  close	  to	  270	  
275	   of	   annual	   rent.	   They	   have	   argued	   against	  my	   intuitive	   numbers	   that	   I	   give	   them.	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They	  want	   to	   see	   ‘facts’.	   Fuck	  your!	   If	   you	  don’t	   trust	  me,	  don’t	  deal	  with	  me.	   I’ll	   ask	  
somebody	  else….	  [The	  Kays]	  are	  not	  desperate	  to	  sell.	  [Mordecai	  and	  his	  father]	  didn’t	  
like	  me	   at	   all.	   And	   you	   know	  what?	   I	   don’t	   give	   a	   shit.	   I-­‐DON-­‐T-­‐GIVE-­‐A-­‐SHIT.	   Bu	   they	  
resent	  me.	  They	  use	  religious	  like	  race.	  Do	  I	  need	  this	  shit?	  No.	  Fuck	  them.”	  
When	  we	  arrive	  at	  the	  Pebble	  Corporation	  in	  Times-­‐Square,	  Larry	  calls	  Dolores.	  
“Within	   the	  next	  12	   to	  24	  months”	  he	   says	   to	  her	   “he	  will	   have	  a	   legitimate	   rent	   roll	  
above	   $300.000,	   if	   [Mordecai’s	   father]	   wants	   to	   buy	   five	   to	   six	   times	   the	   rent	   roll,	  
nothing	  wrong	  with	   that,	   tell	   him	   to	   go	   the	   Bronx.	   I	   love	   you	   anyway	   [sound	   of	   loud	  
kisses].	  That’s	  the	  way	  it	  goes	  in	  the	  Bronx.	  If	  he	  wants	  to	  buy	  Brooklyn,	  that’s	  what	  you	  
pay.	  But	  I’m	  serious.	  I	  want	  to	  put	  this	  building	  in	  contract	  by	  no	  later	  than	  this	  week.”	  
Mordecai	  and	  his	  father	  are	  not	  the	  only	  real	  estate	  investors	  looking	  at	  the	  numbers	  on	  
the	   rent	   roll	   only.	   Just	   a	   few	   minutes	   after	   his	   phone	   with	   Dolores,	   Larry	   receives	  
another	   call	   from	   Nick.	   Nick	   has	   recommended	   Thomas	   Hickman,	   a	   third	   potential	  
buyer,	  to	  Larry.	  Tom	  Hickman	  is	  an	  investment	  banker	  from	  a	  large	  bank	  on	  Wall	  Street.	  
On	  the	  phone	  Larry	  says	  to	  Nick	  about	  Tom:	  	  
“I	  met	  with	  Tom	  Hickman	  on	  the	  phone.	  I	  was	  very	  nice	  and…	  I’m	  a	  dick	  head	  anyway.	  
I’m	  gonna	  meet	  him	  on	  Friday	  to	  show	  him	  the	  building.”	  	  
…	  
“Can	  I	  tell	  you	  something?	  I	  don’t	  want	  to	  schmooze	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  ‘Oh	  I	  know	  so	  and	  
so’	  the	  point	   is	   to	  make	  the	  deal	  because	   it	  makes	  sense.	  Where	  does	  Tom	  [Hickman]	  
wanna	  be	  in	  five	  years	  from	  now	  with	  his	  properties?”	  
…	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“If	  I	  give	  him	  the	  annual	  rent	  roll,	  he	  has	  to	  pay	  8-­‐9	  times	  the	  rent	  roll.	  I	  have	  a	  woman	  
[Martha	  Baker]	  who	  has	  another	  building	  in	  East-­‐Flatbush,	  it	  is	  a	  cream	  puff	  –	  six	  story-­‐
elevator-­‐building.	  She’s	  not	  gonna	  sell	  this	  winter,	  but	  I’m	  gonna	  be	  the	  broker	  to	  sell	  it.	  
It’s	  a	  cream	  puff.	  	  I	  have	  talked	  about	  to	  one	  or	  two	  persons.	  I	  have	  another	  guy	  in	  Bed-­‐
Stuy,	  he	  woks	   in	  car	  dealership,	  he	  has	  been	  doing	  that	   for	  years,	  black	  guy,	  nice	  guy,	  
and	  he’s	  got	  properties	   in	  Bed-­‐Stuy	  and	  you	  know	  what	  he	  wanted	  ten	  times	  the	  rent	  
roll.	   I	  tell	  him	  ‘No	  you’re	  not	  gonna	  get	  that,	   I	  can	  get	  7	  or	  7.5	  times	  if	  they	  are	  clean’	  
you	  see	  if	  Tom	  knows	  how	  to	  buy	  it,	  if	  he	  wants	  5.5	  -­‐	  6	  times,	  go	  to	  the	  Bronx.”	  
Larry’s	   argument	   with	   Nick	   is	   that	   people	   like	   Tom	   who,	   people	   who	   only	   look	   at	  
numbers,	  as	   it	   is	  expected	   from	  someone	  working	   in	  a	   large	   investment	  bank	  on	  Wall	  
Street,	   should	   buy	   in	   the	   Bronx.	   The	   price	   of	   the	   rent	   roll	   is	   cheaper	   there	   than	   in	  
Brooklyn.	  People	  who	  do	  no	  trust	  Larry’s	   intuitive	  numbers,	  based	  on	  his	  practical	  and	  
intimate	   knowledge	   of	   the	   building,	   should	   not	   waste	   their	   time	   and	   his	   time,	   as	  
Mordecai	  and	  his	  father	  did,	  according	  to	  Larry.	  
A	  few	  months	  later,	  in	  early	  September,	  Larry	  tells	  me.	  
“I	  spoke	  to	  Dolores.	  If	  this	  guy	  [a	  fourth	  potential	  buyer	  for	  3030]	  is	  smart	  he	  would	  pay	  
for	  the	  building.	  And	  Andres	  and	  I	  would	  increase	  the	  value.	  I	  can	  almost	  guarantee	  that	  
in	   the	   next	   twelve	  months	   there	  will	   be	   two	   big	   roll-­‐over	   of	   the	   rent	   roll.	   I	   will	   have	  
almost	  half	  of	  the	  building	  deregulated.”	  
”The	  buyer	  is	  Orthodox?”	  I	  ask.	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“Yes.	   It	   is	  shit	  because	  of	  the	  [Jewish]	  holidays	  [are	  coming].	  But	  fuck	  Mordecai.	   I	   love	  
Dolores	   she	   is	   a	   doll,	   but	   when	   you’re	   too	   smart	   [like	  Mordecai’s	   father]	   you’re	   too	  
stupid.”	  
Mordecai,	   his	   father	   and	   Tom	  Hickman	   suffer	   from	   the	   same	   lack	   of	   artful	   judgment	  
according	  to	  Larry	   to	  evaluate	  a	  building.	  They	   look	  only	  at	  numbers	  and	  never	  at	   the	  
social	   and	   economic	   relationships	   behind	   the	   numbers.	   In	   Larry’s	   common	   saying	   it	  
makes	   them	   “too	   smart	   and	   too	   stupid”	   at	   once.	   They	   have	   a	   number-­‐focused	  
methodology	   for	  buying	  properties	   that	  blind	   them	   to	  hidden	  economic	  opportunities	  
revealed	  by	  a	  deep	  entanglement	  in	  local	  relationships	  
	  
Larry	  has	  a	  different	  approach	  to	  the	  housing	  market	  than	  a	  strict	  focus	  on	  numbers.	  For	  
him,	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  is	  made	  of,	  on	  one	  side,	  
small	   landlords	  with	   little	   disposable	   cash,	  with	   incentive	   to	  maintain	   building	   on	   the	  
cheap,	  and	  whose	  main	  asset	  is	  the	  building	  they	  own;	  and,	  on	  the	  other	  side,	  tenants	  
who	   can	   have	   significant	   negative	   impact	   on	   a	   building’s	   value	   if	   they	   more	   or	   less	  
skillfully	  use	  the	  rights	  that	  the	  NY	  housing	  law	  grant	  them.	  	  	  
From	   this	   structure,	   the	  market	   is	   organized	   around	   two	   competitive	   games	   for	   small	  
landlords	  and	  their	  affiliated	  housing	  professionals.	  The	  first	  game	  is	  the	  game	  of	  rent-­‐
extraction	   from	   tenants.	   For	   landlords	   this	   game	   consists	   in	   strategically	   using	   the	  
adequate	   mix	   of	   cheap	   expenses	   for	   maintenance,	   of	   court	   proceedings	   to	   limit	   the	  
number	   of	   non-­‐paying	   tenants,	   of	   incivility	   and	   aggressiveness	   to	   shorten	   the	   time	   in	  
court,	   of	   deception	   and	   of	   bargaining	   skills	   to	   limit	   the	   ultimate	   added	   cost	   of	   non-­‐
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paying	  tenants.	  Tenants	  respond	  to	  this	  by	  going	  to	  court,	  by	  hiring	  legal	  aid	  services	  or	  
paid	  lawyers,	  by	  spending	  time	  and	  energy	  minimizing	  their	  housing	  costs	  while	  having	  a	  
minimally	  decent	  apartment.	  	  
A	   second	   game	   is	   linked	   to	   the	   first	   one.	   It	   consists	   in	   surgically	   identifying	   untapped	  
economic	   value	   in	   buildings	  where	   the	   landlord	   does	   not	  master	   the	   first	   game.	   This	  
second	   game	   is	   an	   exploratory	   game,	   where	   one	   needs	   to	   immerse	   oneself	   into	   the	  
thickness	  of	  highly	   local	  social	  and	  economic	  relationships.	   It	  requires	  deep	  knowledge	  
of	   highly	   local	   situations:	   How	   eager	   a	   landlord	   is	   to	   sell	   his	   building,	   how	   much	  
mortgage	   and	   disposable	   cash	   a	   landlord	   has,	   how	   easy	   it	   is	   to	   evict	   a	   tenant	   in	  
comparison	  with	  another	  one,	  how	  much	  disrepair	  tenants	  are	  willing	  to	  swallow.	  
In	  both	  games,	  a	  deep	  entanglement	  into	  very	  local	  social	  and	  economic	  relationships	  is	  
necessary.	  In	  both	  games,	  an	  encroachment	  over	  people’s	  intimate	  life	  is	  necessary.	  	  
For	   Larry,	   being	   a	   proficient	   housing	   professional	   consists	   in	   holding	   such	   a	   peculiar	  
position	   in	   various	   economic	   and	   intimate	   local	   networks.	   From	   this	   position	   he	   can	  
develop	  certain	  strategies	  and	  certain	  kinds	  of	  discourse	  that	  have	  a	  fair	  chance	  to	  make	  
money	  and	  buildings	  flow,	  to	  seal	  a	  deal.	  The	  kind	  of	  discourse	  that	  Larry	  tries	  to	  achieve	  
through	  his	  position	  in	  local	  and	  multiplex	  networks	  is	  perfectly	  illustrated	  in	  one	  of	  the	  
last	   phone	   conversations	   about	   3030	  with	  Roger	  Robbins.	   Larry	   tries	   one	   last	   time	   to	  
convince	  Roger	  to	  buy	  the	  building.	  
“Listen	  I	  have	  been	  working	  for	  nothing	  forever”	  Larry	  says	  to	  Roger,	  laughing.	  
…	  
“Roger,	  you’re	  funny!	  If	  I	  make	  you	  laugh,	  who	  cares?”	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…	  
“Listen.	  You	  gotta	  take	  a	  plunge.	  Where	  do	  you	  wanna	  see	  yourself	  in	  five	  years?	  In	  less	  
than	  24	  months,	  I’m	  gonna	  have	  a	  rent	  roll	  of	  about	  310	  -­‐	  325	  [thousand	  dollars].	  I’m	  in	  
court	  with	  three	  pain	  in	  the	  asses	  [three	  tenants].	   I’m	  evicting	  the	  super	  [Mr.	  Cooper].	  
I’m	  gonna	  evict	  these	  three	  tenants.	  They’re	  professional	  tenants.”	  	  
…	  
“There	   is	   tremendous	   upside	   [in	   the	   building].	   I	   know	   [also]	   three	   tenants	   that	   are	  
gonna	  move	  out	  on	  their	  own.	  They	  are	  tired	  to	  go	  up	  and	  down	  with	  the	  staircase.	  I	  can	  
see	  the	  building,	   in	  the	  next	  24	  to	  36	  months	  having	  the	  building	  roll	  over.	  Because	  of	  
age!”	  
…	  
“Give	   me	   2.5	   [million	   dollars],	   even	   if	   I	   gotta	   stay	   there	   and	   you	   take	   a	   little	   paper	  
maybe,	  but	  give	  me	  2.5.	  	  You	  gotta	  have	  the	  old	  man	  have	  a	  little	  taste	  [of	  money].”	  
Larry	  makes	   the	   offer	   to	   Roger	   to	   pay	   part	   of	   price	   of	   the	   building	   latter	   –	   the	   Kays	  
would	  accept	  some	  “paper”	  instead	  of	  money.	  Such	  arrangement	  works	  as	  a	  loan	  made	  
by	   the	   Kays	   to	   Roger	  with	   an	   interest	   rate	   to	   be	   agreed	   upon.	   Roger	   asks	   Larry	   how	  
much	  of	  the	  asking	  price	  he	  could	  “borrow”	  in	  this	  way	  to	  the	  Kays.	  Larry	  says:	  
“Not	  a	   lot	  because	   [the	   father]	  wants	   to	  do	  a	  1031	   [exchange]	  himself	   [and	   therefore	  
needs	  cash	  to	  buy	  a	  building].	  I’m	  gonna	  make	  a	  suggestion,	  why	  don’t	  you	  put	  an	  offer	  
at	  whatever	  you	  want,	  and	  fax	  it	  to	  me.	  If	  he’s	  gonna	  get	  paper	  he	  is	  not	  gonna	  go	  for	  
4%	  [interest	  rate].	  He	  wants	  to	  do	  a	  1031.”	  
…	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“Half	  a	  million	  dollars	  [in	  paper],	  that’s	  a	  lot!	  You	  gotta	  give	  6	  or	  7%.	  Com’on	  Roger,	  give	  
me	  an	  offer	  of	  2.6	   [million]	  with	  500	   [thousand]	  on	  paper.	  Write	   it	  down.	   I	   can	  go	   to	  
Martin	   and	   James	   and	   we	   have	   something	   to	   chew	   on.	   But	   give	   me	   something	   that	  
you’re	   comfortable	   to	   give	   as	   an	   offer.	   But	   even	   more	   comfortable	   to	   go	   through	  
contract	  and	  closing.	  Fair	  enough?	  No	  bullshit,	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  Brooklyn,	  I	  showed	  you	  
the	  area!”	  
	  
POLLUTING	  TENANTS’	  PRIVACY	  –	  THE	  CASE	  OF	  BEN	  
In	   the	   urban	   scholarship,	   it	   is	   usually	   assumed	   that	   the	   sentimental	   attachment	   to	   a	  
home	  or	  a	  neighborhood	   is	  a	  spontaneous	  emergence,	  upon	  which	  market	  actors	  and	  
housing	   professional	   have	   little	   bearing.	   Landlords,	   real	   estate	   developers,	   business	  
owners,	  urban	  planners	  and	  city	  officials	  can	  transform	  the	  structural	  aspects	  of	  a	  place,	  
but	  not	  the	  character	  and	  feelings	  that	  people	  attach	  to	  a	  place,	  and	  especially	  to	  their	  
place	  of	   living	  (on	  the	  classic	  formulations	  of	  “neighborhood	  character	  and	  sentiment”	  
see	  Firey	  1945,	  Hunter	  1974).	  They	  can	  try	  to	  induce	  particular	  feelings	  and	  sentiments	  
by	  evoking	   shared	  cultural	   themes	  and	   images,	   like	   the	  TV	   show	  Miami	  Vice	   for	  post-­‐
modern	  cities	   (Zukin	  1991)	  or	  blues	  music	   in	  Chicago’s	  South	  Side	   (Grazian	  2005).	  The	  
recent	   questioning	   about	   authenticity	   in	   modern	   urban	   living	   (Zukin	   2010)	   emerges	  
from	  these	  efforts	  by	  real	  estate	  professionals	  to	  induce	  for	  monetary	  purposes	  feelings	  
and	  sentiments	  in	  people	  who	  use	  particular	  places.	  	  
However,	   the	   urban	   literature	   assumes	   these	   attempts	   are	   mostly	   vain.	   There	   is	   a	  
shared	   belief	   among	   scholars	   that	   a	   strict	   separation	   exists	   between	   the	   economic	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forces’	   that	   shape	   the	   urban	   space	   and	   the	   sentiments	   that	   people	   develop	   for	   their	  
place	  of	  living.	  In	  Urban	  Fortunes	  (Logan	  and	  Molotch	  1987)	  this	  separation	  is	  essential.	  
Based	  on	   these	   independent	   and	  emerging	   feelings,	   locals	  mobilize	   into	   a	   community	  
against	   the	   commodification	   of	   their	   place	   of	   living	   by	   elites’	   economic	   and	   political	  
interests.	  A	  similar	  dichotomy	  of	  forces	  operates	  in	  David	  Harvey’s	  work	  (e.g.	  The	  Urban	  
Experience	  1989,	  chapter	  2).	  Counter	  urban	  social	  movements	  emerge	  from	  a	  peculiar	  
attachment	  to	  place	  that	  market	  forces	  cannot	  fully	  control.	  
However,	  at	  the	  micro-­‐level	  such	  separation	  is	  not	  so	  clear-­‐cut.	  The	  unsolicited	  access	  to	  
tenants’	  private	  life	  provides	  Larry	  and	  the	  landlords	  he	  works	  with	  something	  else	  than	  
just	   critical	   information.	   Such	   access	   also	   opens	   a	   space	   for	   action.	   Trespassing	   onto	  
individuals’	  private	  life	  is	  also	  about	  shaping	  the	  nature	  of	  others’	  private	  life.	  Having	  a	  
partial	   access	   to	   tenants’	   private	   life,	   building	   managers,	   superintendents	   and	   other	  
housing	  actors	  like	  Larry	  can	  manipulate	  tenants’	  sentimental	  attachment	  to	  their	  home	  
in	  ways	  that	  fit	  their	  economic	  interests,	  or	  the	  ones	  of	  the	  landlord	  they	  work	  for.	  	  
To	  understand	  how	  such	  manipulation	  is	  possible,	  it	  is	  necessary	  to	  shift	  the	  vocabulary	  
and	   concepts	   from	   “intimate	   life”	   and	   “incursion	   into	   private	   life”,	   to	   “privacy”	   and	  
“pollution	   of	   privacy”,	   as	   explained	   in	   the	   chapter’s	   introduction.	   Larry	   and	   other	  
housing	  actors,	  like	  Nelson,	  a	  building	  manager,	  are	  able	  to	  empty	  out	  Ben’s	  sentimental	  
attachment	   to	   his	   apartment	   through	   forced	   contact	   and	   unpleasant	   contact.	   They	  
make	  inoperative	  Ben’s	  “symbolic	  practices	  of	  privacy”.	  Ben’s	  experience	  reveals	  that	  he	  
is	  attached	  to	  his	  apartment	  as	  long	  as	  he	  can	  have	  these	  symbolic	  practices	  that	  signify	  
“care”	  for	  him.	  When	  this	  capacity	  disappears,	  when	  the	  apartment	  cannot	  be	  anymore	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a	  receptacle	  for	  these	  practices,	  the	  sentimental	  value	  of	  the	  apartment	  vanishes.	  The	  
apartment	  becomes	  a	  burden	  and	  Ben	  let	  his	  legal	  and	  financial	  problems	  spiral,	  while	  
his	  place	  becomes	  more	  and	  more	  in	  disrepair	  and	  neglected	  by	  him	  and	  by	  his	  landlord	  
alike.	   In	  Ben’s	   case,	   the	   structural	  deterioration	  of	   the	  apartment	   seems	   to	   follow	  his	  
increasing	  sentimental	  detachment,	   rather	   than	  the	  other	  way	  around.	   	   In	   the	  end,	  as	  
Ben	  says	  he	  let	  himself	  evicted.	  
I	  observed	  Larry,	  Erin	  and	  Nelson	  when	   they	  were	   in	  conflict	  with	  Ben.	  A	   few	  months	  
after	  the	  conflicted	  ended,	  I	  met	  Ben	  in	  the	  streets	  of	  Brooklyn,	  we	  recognize	  each	  other	  
and	  we	  decide	  to	  have	  breakfast,	  after	  I	  explained	  him	  my	  work	  with	  Larry.	  The	  present	  
account	  is	  therefore	  based	  on	  a	  knowledge	  of	  the	  two	  sided	  of	  a	  long	  heated	  dispute.	  
	  
BEN,	  A	  TENANT	  IN	  COURT	  WITH	  HIS	  LANDLORD	  
Ben	  lives	  at	  the	  border	  of	  Bed-­‐Stuy	  and	  Clinton-­‐Hill	  two	  historically	  low-­‐income	  African-­‐
American	  neighborhoods	  that	  face	  rapid	  gentrification	  since	  the	  early	  2000s.	  Ben	  moved	  
in	   the	  building	  of	  Nelson’s	  mother	   in	   1997	   in	   a	   first	   apartment,	   and	   then	  moved	   in	   a	  
second	  apartment	  in	  1999	  that	  he	  inhabited	  until	  his	  eviction	  in	  2010.	  Ben	  has	  been	  in	  
several	   legal	   disputes	  with	   his	   landlord	   from	   2002	   to	   2010.	   From	   2004	   –	   2005,	   Larry	  
represented	  the	  landlord	  in	  court	  with	  Erin	  as	  an	  attorney.	  	  
Ben	   is	  born	   in	  Brooklyn	  and	   raised	   in	  New	   Jersey.	  He	  has	  been	   in	  and	  out	   low-­‐paying	  
jobs	  for	  the	  past	  years,	  living	  a	  bohemian	  life	  of	  someone	  selling	  home-­‐made	  jewelry	  on	  
flea	  markets	   and	   taking	   various	   jobs	   including	   cashier	   in	   a	   fancy	   grocery	   store	   in	   Fort	  
Green,	   a	   middle-­‐class	   black	   neighborhood,	   more	   gentrified	   than	   Clinton-­‐Hill,	   where	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“people	   buy	   parmesan	   cheese,	   soppressatta,	   expensive	   shit,	   you	   know,	   everything	   is	  
organic	  all	  of	  that”.	  	  
Ben	  is	  Latino,	  very	  light	  skin,	  and	  speaks	  English	  with	  no	  discernable	  foreign	  accent.	  	  
In	  his	   last	  case	   in	  housing	  court,	  Ben	   is	  sued	   initially	   for	  $27,000,	  a	  sum	  that	  has	  been	  
subsequently	   increased	   to	   more	   than	   $38,000.	   Larry	   always	   tries	   to	   maximize	   the	  
amount	   that	   the	   tenant	   “owes”	   to	   the	   landlord.	   Larry	   does	   not	   have	   real	   hope	   to	  
recover	   the	  money,	  but	  he	  hopes	   to	  get	  a	   “money	   judgment”	   that	   the	   landlord	  could	  
claim	   on	   her	   taxes.	   He	   also	   assumes	   that	   the	  more	  money	   the	   tenant	   owes,	   the	   less	  
standing	   the	   tenant	  when	   in	   front	   of	   the	   judge.	   For	   Larry,	   judges	   render	   decisions	   in	  
housing	   court	   that	   are	   partly	   based	   on	   their	   own	   personal	   (liberal)	   morals.	   He	   sees	  
judges	   as	   defending	   tenants	   against	   landlord.	   Degrading	   tenant’s	  moral	   standing	   is	   in	  
Larry	  mind	  a	  sensible	  strategy.	  	  
Because	  records	  were	  missing	  on	  both	  sides	  it	  is	  difficult	  to	  assess	  to	  what	  extent	  such	  
amount	  was	  due	  by	  Ben.	   If	  Ben	   contests	   the	  exact	  amount	  he	  owes,	  he	  does	  not	   shy	  
away	  from	  the	  fact	  he	  has	  not	  paid	  rent	  for	  while	  and	  that,	  in	  his	  opinion,	  the	  landlord	  
did	  not	  deserve	  the	  rent	  he	  was	  supposed	  to	  pay.	  	  
From	  2005	   to	  2010,	  Ben	  always	  appears	  without	   a	   lawyer	   in	   court.	  He	  holds	   tightly	   a	  
tote	  bag	  in	  which	  he	  puts	  his	  administrative	  documents.	  With	  this	  accessory,	  Ben	  often	  
wears	  dark	  blue	   jeans,	  brogues,	  and	  a	  military	   jacket,	  giving	  him	  an	  overall	  young	  and	  
hip	  look.	  His	  look	  stands	  in	  contrast	  with	  most	  people	  at	  the	  Housing	  Court,	  who	  display	  
more	  often	  working-­‐class	  or	  business	  attires	  rather	  than	  a	  hip-­‐student	  look.	  Ben	  is	  short,	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pale,	   skinny	  and	   frail.	  He	  has	  a	   sickly	  outlook,	   as	   if	   he	  was	  permanently	   feverish.	   This	  
accumulation	  of	  signs	  makes	  Larry	  claims	  with	  confidence	  that	  Ben	  is	  gay	  and	  an	  addict.	  	  
To	  assess	  Ben,	  Larry	  uses	  a	  heuristic	  that	  Monica	  McDermott	  identifies	  in	  Working	  Class	  
White	   (2006).	  McDermott	   notes	   that	  working	   class	  white	   people	   living	   in	   low-­‐income	  
black	   neighborhoods	   are	   suspected	   by	   both	   blacks	   and	  whites	   alike,	   especially	   in	   the	  
South,	   of	   being	   “damaged	   goods”.	   Being	   white	   is	   synonymous	   with	   privilege	   and	  
suburban	  living,	  so	  being	  white	  and	  poor,	  living	  in	  a	  black	  neighborhood	  is	  an	  indication	  
of	  a	  deeper	  defect,	  of	  being	  a	  “crackhead”	  or	  a	  criminal.	  Being	  a	  young	  white	  male	  who	  
looks	  like	  a	  gentrifier,	  and	  bearing	  no	  visible	  sign	  of	  a	  Latino	  ethnicity,	  Ben	  is	  subjected	  
to	   a	   similar	   reasoning	  by	   Larry.	   The	   fact	   that	  Ben	  owes	  money	  and	   that	  he	   is	   in	   legal	  
troubles	  with	  his	  landlord,	  must	  signify	  a	  deeper	  character	  defect	  –	  which	  for	  Larry	  is	  at	  
the	  crossroads	  of	  being	  an	  addict	  and	  being	  gay.	  
When	   talking	  about	  Ben,	   Larry	   always	  uses	   female	   first	  names.	   In	   the	  hallways	  of	   the	  
housing	  court,	  he	  regularly	  uses	  homophobic	  slurs,	  in	  order	  to	  make	  Nelson	  laughs	  and	  
to	   embarrass	   Erin.	   He	   also	  mocks	   Ben’s	   supposed	   “addiction”.	   As	   often	   Larry	   speaks	  
loud	  enough	  to	  be	  potentially	  heard	  by	  the	  tenant,	  but	  low	  enough	  so	  that	  it	  cannot	  be	  
taken	  as	  an	  outward	  insult.	  
LARRY’S	  AGGRESSIVENESS	  AND	  BEN’S	  HELPLESSNESS	  
Ben’s	   case	   in	   court	   is	   particularly	   contentious.	   It	   is	   not	   only	   because	   Ben	   owes	   an	  
unusually	  high	  amount	  of	  money	  or	  because	  he	  has	  been	   in	  court	   for	  years	  –	   in	  most	  
cases,	  indeed	  the	  sums	  involved	  are	  less	  than	  $5,000	  and	  last	  between	  six	  months	  and	  
two	  years.	  Ben’s	  case	  is	  particularly	  contentious	  case	  because	  Larry	  wants	  it	  like	  that.	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Larry	  believes	  aggressiveness	  sends	  a	  specific	  positive	  signal	  about	  his	  professionalism	  
to	   Nelson’s	   mother,	   the	   landlord.	   Larry	   is	   trying	   to	   convince	   her	   that	   he	   could	   be	   a	  
trusted	  and	  effective	  ally.	  Nelson’s	  mother	  owns	  several	  buildings	   in	  Brooklyn	  and	  her	  
son,	  Nelson,	  a	  past	  car-­‐mechanic	  whom	  Larry	  deems	  intellectually	  limited,	  is	  regarded	  as	  
someone	  who	   cannot	   handle	   the	  management	   of	   her	   economic	   affairs.	   Nelson’s	   real	  
passion	   is	  making	  upgrades	  on	  old	  American	  cars,	   and	   talking	  with	  his	   friends	   that	  he	  
houses	  in	  the	  building’s	  basement,	  in	  exchange	  of	  their	  help	  for	  menial	  job	  (cleaning	  the	  
building,	  taking	  the	  trash	  out…).	  	  
In	   the	   dispute	   between	   Ben	   and	   Nelson’s	   mother,	   Larry	   sees	   an	   opportunity.	   Being	  
particularly	   boastful,	   insulting,	   and	   loud	   in	   court	   with	   Ben,	   Larry	   thinks	   he	   can	   signal	  
professional	  qualities	  of	  commitment	  and	  efficacy	  that	  are	  the	  fulcrum	  of	  his	  economic	  
role	  with	  small	  landlords.	  As	  often,	  Larry	  works	  for	  free	  in	  this	  case.	  He	  hopes	  to	  get	  the	  
informal	  role	  of	  trusted	  advisor	  to	  Nelson’s	  mother’s	  real	  estate	  business.	  
Nelson	   and	   Erin	   are	   not	   perfectly	   in	   sync	   with	   Larry’s	   furor	   against	   Ben.	   Nelson	   has	  
never	  shown	  any	  real	  interest	  in	  the	  case.	  He	  seems	  to	  come	  on	  the	  express	  request	  of	  
his	  mother,	  delivering	  messages	  and	  questions	  to	  Larry	  on	  her	  behalf.	  He	  seems	  happy	  
to	   find	   in	   Larry	   and	  me	   an	   audience	   for	   his	   stories	   as	   a	   car	   mechanic.	   Nelson	   has	   a	  
mellow	  character	  and	  he	  finds	  Ben	  to	  be	  a	  nice	  person,	  even	  if	  he	  does	  not	  pay	  rent.	  It	  
makes	   Larry	   angry	   and	   full	   of	   contempt	   toward	   Nelson.	   It	   reveal,	   in	   Larry’s	   eyes,	  
Nelson’s	   childish	   character	   and	   his	   inability	   to	   manage	   the	   economic	   affairs	   of	   his	  
mother.	  However	   the	   strength	   of	   his	   positive	   feelings	   for	   Ben,	  Nelson	   always	   heartily	  
laughs	  to	  Larry’s	  homophobic	  jokes	  and	  insulting	  comments	  about	  Ben.	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Erin	   does	   not	   share	   Larry’s	   aggressiveness	   against	   Ben	   either.	   Even	   if	   she	   recognizes	  
later	  that	  Larry’s	  attitude	  may	  have	  helped	  the	  case,	  she	  believes	  that	  Ben	  was	  afraid	  of	  
Larry,	  as	  a	  lawyer,	  she	  puts	  more	  confidence	  in	  legal	  procedures	  to	  get	  things	  done	  than	  
in	  immodest	  and	  aggressive	  loudness.	  	  
On	  the	  other	  side,	  Ben	  feels	  more	  and	  more	  alone	  and	  helpless	  in	  court.	  During	  the	  first	  
set	  of	  trials	  in	  2002-­‐2005,	  Ben	  describes	  a	  sense	  of	  control	  that	  he	  has	  lost	  after	  2005.	  
“The	  first	  time	  I	  took	  them	  to	  court	  for	  repairs	  and	  then	  they	  took	  me	  to	  court	  for	  the	  
rents	  [I	  didn’t	  pay]	  and	  then	  we	  settled.	  But	  because	  I	  took	  them	  to	  court	  first,	  I	  had	  the	  
upper	  hand.	   In	  the	  [second]	  case,	   I	  needed	  the	  repairs.	  Part	  of	  the	  process	   is	  that	  you	  
have	  to	  show	  that	  you	  inform	  them	  in	  writing,	  you	  gave	  them	  a	  thirty-­‐day	  notice,	  they	  
didn’t	  do	  it,	  otherwise	  you	  may	  be	  a	  crack	  head	  living	  in	  a	  apartment	  that	  is	  falling	  apart	  
and	  you	  don’t	   care.	   [if	   you	  don’t	  do	   this]	   and	   then	  go	  and	   say	   [to	   the	   judge]	   ‘I’m	  not	  
paying	  rent	  because	  they’re	  not	  fixing	  anything’	  it	  just	  doesn’t	  look	  as	  good.	  I	  don’t	  say	  I	  
didn’t	  have	  a	  case.	   It’s	   just	   the	   first	   time	   I	  did	  everything	  properly.	  The	  second	  time.	   I	  
was	  a	  little	  exhausted	  from	  the	  first	  time	  in	  court.	  And	  to	  tell	  you	  the	  truth,	  I	  would	  love	  
to	  show	  you	  all	  the	  pictures	  and	  papers,	  because	  I	  wanted	  to	  build	  a	  case.	  But	  when	  you	  
go	  to	  court,	  they	  don’t	  care.”	  
“Why	  they	  don’t	  care?”	  I	  ask	  
“Because	   it’s	   like	  a	  factory,	   in	  and	  out.	  When	  you	  say	  ‘I	  have	  all	  these	  problems	  in	  my	  
apartment’,	   they	   don’t	   want	   to	   see	   your	   pictures,	   they	   send	   an	   inspection	   to	   your	  
house.	  So	  you	  say	  A,	  B,	  C	  and	  D	  is	  wrong,	  they	  send	  an	  inspector	  with	  a	  list	  of	  A,	  B,	  C	  and	  
D,	  and	  he	  says	  “yeah,	  yeah,	  yeah”	   [hand-­‐gesture	  meaning	   ‘checked’].	   […]	  They	  have	  a	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formula.	  ‘What’s	  your	  problem	  now?	  Not	  five	  years	  ago,	  now’.	  They	  don’t	  know	  what’s	  
your	  story,	  all	   the	  details.	  No,	   ‘What’s	   the	  problem	  now?’	  These	  details	  matter.	   In	  my	  
case,	  it	  is	  very	  unfair	  the	  way	  [the	  landlord,	  Larry	  and	  Nelson]	  treated	  me	  over	  the	  years.	  
I	  don’t	  say	  I	  was	  the	  perfect	  tenant…	  but...	  you	  know…”	  
THE	  MEDIATION	  	  
The	  confrontation	  of	  Larry’s	  aggressiveness	  with	  Ben’s	  sense	  of	  helplessness	  in	  court	  is	  
illustrated	  in	  one	  of	  the	  last	  events	  before	  Ben	  is	  evicted.	  	  
A	  mediation	  is	  unexpectedly	  organized,	  one	  afternoon,	  by	  a	  court	  attorney	  between	  the	  
two	  parties.	  Everybody	  is	  surprised.	  Ben	  has	  shown	  up	  in	  court	  very	  late,	  and	  Larry,	  Erin,	  
and	   Nelson	   were	   expecting	   the	   judge	   to	   dismiss	   the	   case	   because	   of	   Ben’s	   absence.	  	  
They	  have	  been	  waiting	  all	  morning	  for	  the	  judge	  to	  dismiss	  the	  case,	  but	  at	  3pm,	  finally	  
a	  mediation	  is	  called.	  
The	  goal	  of	  a	  mediation	   is	   for	  tenants	  and	   landlords	  to	  talk	  under	  the	  aegis	  of	  a	  court	  
attorney	  in	  order	  to	  find	  an	  agreement,	  a	  stipulation,	  or	  “stip’	  ”,	  without	  going	  to	  trial.	  In	  
2005,	  such	  mediation	  has	  been	  successful.	  In	  2009,	  however,	  the	  situation	  is	  different.	  
Because	  of	  Erin’s	  tame	  character,	  Larry	  asks,	  at	  the	  last	  minute,	  another	  lawyer	  to	  join	  
the	  mediation.	  His	  name	   is	  Colin.	   Larry	   chooses	  Colin	  because	  he	  knows	  he	  can	  be	  as	  
loud	  as	  Larry	  himself.	  Colin	  is	  also	  a	  friend	  of	  Erin,	  so	  Larry	  guesses	  that	  Erin	  would	  not	  
take	  too	  much	  offense	  that	  another	  lawyer	  is	  needed.	  Colin	  accepts	  Larry’s	  offer	  to	  join	  
the	  mediation,	  even	  if	  he	  has	  not	  been	  involved	  in	  the	  case	  previously.	  	  
The	  mediation	  session	  is	  a	  private	  event.	  I	  do	  not	  attend	  it.	  Ben	  describes	  it	  like	  this:	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“Most	  of	  the	  times	  [the	  housing	  court]	  has	  lawyers	  that	  are	  supposed	  to	  help	  tenants,	  
but	  they	  don’t	  go	  through	  the	  papers	  and	  they	  don’t	  really	  say	  anything.	  But	  [this	  court	  
attorney	  in	  charge	  of	  the	  mediation]	  was	  looking	  to	  the	  papers	  and	  she	  was	  advocating	  
for	  me.	  She	  was	  telling	  Larry,	  that	  blond	  lady	  [Erin],	  and	  another	  lawyer	  [i.e.	  Colin]	  –	  he	  
had	   gray	   hair	   and	  he	   sounded	   like	   Larry,	   a	   little	   taller	   though,	   but	   everybody	   is	   taller	  
than	  Larry!	  –	  So	  [the	  court	  attorney]	  says	  the	  rent	  is	  wrong.	  I	  showed	  her	  all	  my	  receipts.	  
And	  she	  asks	   them,	   ‘What	  are	  you	  suing	  him	  for?	  He	  has	  all	   these	   receipts’.	  And	   they	  
went	  crazy.	  They	  start	  screaming,	  yelling,	  the	  other	  lawyer	  started	  poking	  me,	  like	  that	  
[making	   the	   hand	   gesture	   of	   poking	   me	   in	   the	   chest]	   ‘We	   will	   see	   with	   the	   judge!	  
TATATA’.	  I	  didn’t	  say	  anything	  I	  let	  [the	  court	  attorney]	  talk.”	  
“How	  did	  you	  feel?	  Is	  it	  intimidating?”	  	  
“It	   is!	  They’re	  bullying	  me.	  I	  was	  there,	  by	  myself,	  against	  two	  lawyers,	  and	  Larry,	  who	  
knows	  the	  fuck	  he	  is,	  also	  talking	  the	  talk.	  And	  I	  studied,	  I	  looked	  up	  information,	  what	  I	  
needed	  to	  do.	  But	  you	  get	  there,	  and	  you	  realize	  you	  don’t	  know	  anything	  compared	  to	  
a	  lawyer.	  They	  say	  things	  and	  you’re	  like	  ‘Well…	  I	  don’t	  know’.	  It’s	  very	  intimidating.	  
“Yeah	  it’s	  very	  technical”	  
“That	  advocate	  was	  the	  only	  person	  in	  all	  my	  years	  of	  housing	  court,	  because	  it’s	  literally	  
been	  years	  if	  you	  put	  it	  all	  together,	  she	  was	  the	  only	  one	  who	  was	  really	  standing	  up	  for	  
me,	  as	  if	  I	  had	  a	  lawyer.	  They	  were	  getting	  really	  upset.	  She	  was	  seriously	  advocating	  for	  
me.”	  
The	  mediation	  is	  immediately	  suspended	  by	  the	  court	  attorney	  after	  Ben	  was	  poked	  by	  
Colin.	  Everyone	  gets	  out	  of	  the	  mediation	  room	  and	  waits	   for	  the	  trial	   to	  happen.	  The	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court	  attorney	  is	  scandalized	  by	  what	  she	  has	  just	  witnessed.	  She	  speaks	  loudly	  and	  with	  
authority	  against	  Larry,	  Erin	  and	  Colin.	  Nelson	  and	  I	  are	  farther	  from	  the	  scene	  and	  we	  
can	   distinctly	   hear	   what	   she	   says	   to	   them	   in	   the	   hallways	   of	   the	   Housing	   Court.	   She	  
repeats	   with	   disparaging	   contempt	   that	   Erin	   and	   Colin	   should	   be	   disbarred	   for	  
incompetence.	  	  
“Well,	   you	   should	   know	   better,	   you’ve	   been	   to	   law	   school,	   right?	  Maybe	   you	   should	  
open	  a	  law	  book”.	  	  
Colin	   is	   walking	   up	   and	   down	   the	   hallways.	   He	   is	   outraged	   by	   the	   accusation	   of	  
incompetence.	  	  
When	   the	   court	   attorney	   finds	   an	  opening	  between	   two	   judgments,	   she	  moves	  on	   to	  
brief	  the	  judge	  about	  the	  case.	  	  
Guessing	  that	  the	  brief	  will	  not	  be	  in	  his	  favor,	  Larry	  tries	  an	  ultimate	  conciliatory	  move.	  
Taking	  the	  most	  obsequious	  tone,	  Larry	  asks	  the	  court	  attorney	  	  
“Counselor,	  do	  you	  think	  I	  could	  have	  a	  private	  talk	  with	  you?”	  
With	   a	   straight,	   emotionless,	   stare	   at	   Larry,	   and	   taking	   a	   tone	   of	   voice	   that	   indicates	  
contained	  furor,	  the	  court	  attorney	  says:	  
“I	  don’t	  think	  so”.	  
She	  turns	  her	  back	  to	  Larry.	  She	  enters	  the	  courtroom,	  and	  she	  starts	  briefing	  the	  judge	  
on	  the	  case.	  
In	  the	  hallways,	  Larry,	  Nelson	  and	  Colin	  are	  incensed.	  They	  loudly	  repeat	  that	  the	  court	  
attorney	   is	  a	  “tenants’	  advocate”.	  She	  should	  be	   impartial,	  but	  she	   is	  working	  for	  Ben.	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She	  did	  not	  try	  to	  broker	  a	  deal,	  they	  argue,	  because	  she	  is	  a	  lesbian	  and	  Ben	  is	  “cock-­‐
sucking	  catcher”.	  
At	   the	   trial,	   the	   judge	   rules	   in	   favor	   of	   Ben.	   His	   lease	   is	   renewed	   for	   two	   years.	   The	  
charges	  for	  non-­‐payment	  are	  dropped.	  Colin	  gives	  an	  apology	  to	  Ben	  and	  to	  the	  court.	  	  
It	  is	  a	  fiasco	  for	  Larry,	  Erin	  and	  Colin.	  	  
Larry	  concludes	  the	  day	  with	  a	  prophecy	  about	  Ben:	  	  
“He	  will	  choke	  on	  the	  lease”.	  	  
For	  Larry,	  Ben	  is	  not	  able	  to	  pay	  the	  rent	  in	  the	  long	  run.	  He	  may	  be	  able	  do	  it	  for	  a	  few	  
months,	  but	  after	  these	  months	  he	  will	  stop	  paying	  as	  he	  always	  did	  in	  the	  past.	  When	  
this	  happens,	  Larry	  tells	  Nelson,	  call	  immediately	  and	  the	  eviction	  will	  be	  quick	  and	  easy.	  
A	  few	  months	  later,	  during	  summer,	  while	  Larry,	  Erin	  and	  I	  are	  coming	  back	  from	  a	  day	  
at	  Leonard’s	  home	  in	  Long	  Island,	  Larry	  receives	  a	  phone	  call.	  It	  is	  Nelson.	  The	  first	  week	  
of	  the	  month	  has	  passed	  and	  Nelson	  has	  not	  received	  a	  check	  from	  Ben.	  Larry	  is	  beyond	  
himself.	  Larry’s	  prophecy	  has	  becomes	  reality.	  It	  is	  wonderful	  news.	  He	  predicted	  it.	  
In	  few	  days,	  Larry	  and	  Erin	  secure	  a	  possessory	  judgment	  to	  get	  the	  apartment	  back.	  A	  
warrant	  of	  eviction	  is	  served	  to	  Ben.	  Six	  days	  after	  the	  warrant,	  Ben	  is	  evicted.	  
BEN’S	  SENTIMENTAL	  ATTACHMENT	  AND	  THE	  “DECISION”	  TO	  GET	  EVICTED	  
The	  central	  dimension	  of	  Ben’s	  experience	  in	  court	  is	  not	  Larry’s	  aggressiveness.	  He	  sees	  
it	   as	   the	   posturing	   of	   a	   “gumba”	   rather	   than	   a	   genuine	   threat	   of	   violence.	   Ben	   has	  
mostly	   neutralized	   the	   effect	   of	   Larry’s	   aggressiveness	   onto	   his	   perspective	   on	   the	  
dispute.	   The	  most	   salient	   aspect	   of	   Ben’s	   experience	   is	   not	   either	   his	   helplessness	   in	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housing	   court.	   Ben	   keeps	   repeating	   that	   he	   knows	   how	   to	   fight	   in	   court,	   even	   if	   he	  
recognizes	  that	  the	  system	  does	  not	  make	  things	  easy	  for	  tenants.	  	  
“I	   feel	   like,	  you	  know	  [the	  housing	  court	   lawyers]	  do	  help	   the	   tenant	  somewhere,	  but	  
you	  also	  have	  to	  be	  very	  lucky	  in	  who	  you	  end	  up	  finding.”	  	  
The	  central	  aspect	  of	  Ben’s	  experience	  in	  his	  dispute	  with	  his	  landlord	  is	  that	  there	  is	  a	  
dimension	  of	  choice	  in	  his	  eviction.	  He	  has	  been	  evicted	  because	  he	  stopped	  fighting	  for	  
an	  apartment	  that	  had	  lost	  all	  sentimental	  value	  for	  him.	  	  	  
“But	   this	   time	  around,	  all	   the	   lawyers	   [I	  went	   to	   see]	  were	   like	   it’s	  300	  dollars	   just	   to	  
meet	  them	  and	  talk.	  That’s	  also	  part	  of	  the	  reasons	  why	  I	  eventually	  let	  them	  evict	  me.	  I	  
stop	   fighting.	   I	   was	   just	   tired.	   I	   didn’t	   want	   to	   go	   to	   all	   the	   stuff	   looking	   for	   a	   free	  
attorney	  and	  this	  and	  that,	  it’s	  such	  a	  drag,	  it’s	  such	  a	  pain	  in	  the	  ass.”	  
Because	   I	  was	   skeptic	  about	   the	   robustness	  of	   the	  decisionist	   frame	   that	  Ben	  puts	  on	  
the	   events,	   I	   asked	  Ben,	   at	   the	   end	  of	   our	   discussion,	   if	   he	   feels	   he	  has	   been	  evicted	  
because	  of	  the	  aggressive	  behavior	  of	  Larry.	  
“No,	  honestly	  no,	   I	   left	  not	  because	  of	  them,	  no.	   I	   left	  because	  my	  brother	  moved	  out	  
and	  because	   it	  was	   just	  my	  ass	   I	   had	   to	   care	  of.	   I	  was	   like	   the	  whole	  big	  picture.	   The	  
honest	  truth	  is	  I	  had	  this	  apartment	  –	  this	  is	  not	  the	  whole	  truth,	  only	  the	  little	  part	  –	  I	  
had	  this	  apartment	  for	  11	  years.	  And	  I	  used	  to	  have	  it	  really	  nice,	  flower	  boxes	  on	  the	  
windows.	   In	   the	   kitchen,	   I	   had	   arugula	   and	   basil...	   It	   was	   once	   upon	   a	   time…	   Even	   I	  
started	  to	  neglect	  the	  apartment.	  And	  I	  needed	  a	  new	  fresh	  start.	  I	  was	  fighting	  for	  the	  
apartment	  for	  my	  brother.	  At	  the	  last	  minute,	  it	  was	  “blink”	  I	  don’t	  need	  to	  pay	  this	  rent	  
that	   I	   owe	   them.	   They	   don’t	   deserve	   it.	   I’ve	   paid	   so	   much	   money	   extra	   because	   of	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them…	  And	  my	  old	   sofa	   that	   is	   in	   such	  disrepair,	  old	   rotted	  couch,	   I	   said	   fuck	   it	   leave	  
them	  deal	  with	  it.	  I	  used	  to	  have	  an	  apartment	  that	  was	  real	  nice,	  but	  not	  in	  the	  last	  few	  
years.”	  
The	  eviction	  happened	  because	  Ben	  was	  not	  sentimentally	  attached	  to	   the	  apartment	  
anymore.	  His	  brother	  has	  left,	  there	  are	  no	  more	  flowers	  on	  windows,	  aromatic	  plants	  
have	  disappeared	  from	  the	  kitchen,	  and	  the	  couch	  is	  old,	  rotted,	  and	  unattractive.	  Ben	  
describes	   an	   absence	   of	   positive	   sentiments	   towards	   his	   place	   of	   living	   –	   and	   this	  
absence	  means	  that	  going	  to	  court,	  looking	  for	  help	  at	  the	  legal	  aid	  society,	  fighting	  to	  
get	  a	  “one-­‐shot	  deal”	  from	  social	  services	  become	  unbearable.	  Here	  lies	  the	  dimension	  
of	  choice	  in	  Ben’s	  experience.	  	  
However,	   Ben’s	   experience	   of	   his	   own	   free	   will	   and	   decision	   power	   is	   mixed	   and	  
ambiguous.	  “I	   let	  them	  evict	  me”,	  he	  says	  not	  “I	  decide	  to	  stay	  until	  they	  evict	  me”	  or	  
more	   “I	   decided	   to	   leave	   because	   the	   apartment	   wasn’t	   worth	   it	   anymore”.	   Ben’s	  
experience	  is	  one	  of	  both	  dispossession	  and	  decision.	  The	  dispossession	  that	  Ben	  feels	  
has	  happened	  years	  before	  the	  actual	  eviction,	  and	  is	  marked	  by	  the	  disappearance	  of	  
the	  pleasurable	  experience	  of	  home.	  Ben’s	  apartment	  was	   “really	  nice,	  but	  not	   in	   the	  
last	  few	  years”	  he	  laments.	  	  	  
Ben’s	   feelings	   of	   home	   had	   disappeared	   against	   his	   will.	   Ben	   does	   not	   refer	   to	   the	  
apartment’s	   structural	   damages,	   but	   to	   the	   family	   life	   with	   his	   younger	   brother,	   to	  
putting	  flowers	  on	  a	  window	  for	  them	  catch	  the	  sun,	  to	  growing	  aromatic	  plants	  in	  the	  
kitchen,	  of	  taking	  care	  of	  an	  old	  sofa,	  or,	  somewhere	  else	  in	  the	  discussion	  to	  a	  broken	  
oven.	   Ben	   conceives	   himself	   as	   someone	   with	   craft	   skills	   and	   of	   good	   taste.	   He	   sold	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homemade	  jewelries,	  he	  dresses	  hip	  and	  he	  works	  in	  a	  fancy	  grocery	  store.	  Ben	  misses	  
activities	  that	  anchor	  for	  him	  the	  experience	  of	  a	  caring	  home	  –	  what	  I	  called	  practices	  
of	   privacy,	   or	   the	   symbolic	  work	   through	  which	   circumscribed	   activities	   (flowering	   an	  
apartment,	   growing	   aromatic	   plants…)	   are	   endowed	   with	   great	   meanings,	   emotions,	  
and	  experiences	  of	  care.	  	  
Later	  in	  our	  discussion,	  Ben	  says:	  
“Was	   this	  apartment	  worth	   fighting	   that	  much	   for?	   If	   it	  was	  something	  bigger,	   I	  don’t	  
mean	   size,	   I	   mean	   more	   important,	   like	   my	   family’s	   house,	   if	   I	   had	   a	   partner	   with	  
children,	  but	  it	  wasn’t.	  Otherwise	  I	  would	  probably	  have	  exhausted	  every	  resource.	  Do	  
you	   know	   what	   I	   mean?	   I	   was	   about	   to	   check	   out	   that	   whole	   thing…	   ‘The	   one	   shot	  
deal’…	  I	  was	  about	  to	  check	  that	  out,	  but	  then	  I	  got	  evicted,	  so	  I	  was	  ‘forget	  it’”	  
Ben	  is	  not	  talking	  about	  the	  apartment	  itself,	  “I	  don’t	  mean	  size”	  he	  says,	  but	  about	  the	  
life	  that	  takes	  place	  in	  it.	  Ben	  blames	  himself	  for	  the	  disappearance	  of	  the	  homey	  life	  he	  
had:	   “the	   honest	   truth”,	   “I	   needed	   a	   new	   fresh	   start”,	   he	   says.	   He	   blames	   himself	  
because	   the	   practices	   of	   privacy	   seem	   spontaneous	   and	   natural	   gestures.	   They	   also	  
seem	  to	  depend	  on	  individual	  character	  rather	  than	  on	  external	  conditions.	  They	  are	  so	  
limited	  actions,	  that	   it	  seems	  impossible	  for	  Ben	  to	  attribute	  the	  responsibility	  of	  their	  
realization	  to	  someone	  than	  him.	  
Against	   Ben’s	   own	   articulated	   experience,	   I	   will	   try	   to	   show	   that	   Larry	   and	   Nelson,	  
participated	  to	  the	  disappearance	  of	  Ben’s	  homey	  feelings	  towards	  his	  apartment.	  Ben’s	  
description	  points	  confusingly	   to	  a	  process	   that	  he	   is	  not	   is	   fully	  aware	  of	  and	  that	  he	  
does	  not	  articulate,	  because	   it	  contradicts	  his	  basic	   intuition	  that	  he	   is	   responsible	   for	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the	  practices	  of	  privacy	  that	  makes	  a	  place	  home.	  The	  process	  that	  his	  narrative	  points	  
to,	  but	  that	  is	  not	  articulated,	  is	  akin	  to	  the	  idea	  of	  “pollution”.	  The	  material	  upon	  which	  
Ben	   is	   supposed	   to	  undertake	   the	   symbolic	  work	  of	   creating	   the	  experience	  –	   i.e.	   the	  
apartment	  he	   lives	   in	  –	   is	   tainted	  by	   the	  presence	  and	  contact	  with	  Larry	  and	  Nelson.	  	  
The	   more	   Ben	   is	   in	   contact	   with	   the	   two	   men	   the	   more	   his	   apartment	   becomes	  
improper	  for	  practice	  of	  privacy	  –	  the	  more	  his	  privacy	  is	  polluted.	  
BEN’S	  PRIVACY	  AND	  THE	  POLLUTING	  CONTACT	  OF	  LARRY	  AND	  NELSON	  
Ben’s	  attitude	  between	  2005	  and	  2010	  is,	  I	  argue,	  the	  expression	  of	  a	  “polluted	  privacy”.	  
Ben	  stops	  caring	  for	  his	  apartment,	  stop	  undertaking	  practices	  of	  privacy,	  not	  so	  much	  
because	   he	   is	   afraid	   of	   Larry,	   but	   because	   the	   contact	   with	   Larry	   and	   Nelson	   is	  
disquieting.	  While	  Larry	  triggers	  repulsion	  and	  disgust	  in	  Ben,	  Nelson	  is	  associated	  with	  
confusion	  and	  disorder.	  Ben	   is	  unable	   to	   contain	   the	  presence	  and	   contact	  with	   Larry	  
and	  Nelson	  into	  emotionless	  roles	  and	  boundaries.	  	  
The	  two	  men	  raise	  such	  negative	  emotions	  that	  Ben	  cannot	  ask	  for	  the	  repairs	  that	  need	  
to	  be	  done	  in	  his	  apartment	  so	  he	  can	  enjoy	  it	  properly.	  From	  2005	  to	  2010,	  Ben	  at	  once	  
neglects	  his	  apartment,	  avoids	   to	  take	  the	   landlord	  and	  Larry	   to	  court	   for	   the	  massive	  
hole	  there	  is	  in	  his	  bathroom	  ceiling	  –	  a	  hole	  that	  prevents	  him	  from	  collecting	  rent	  from	  
his	  roommates,	  creating	  further	  financial	  difficulties	  –	  and	  finally	  refuses	  to	  pay	  rent	  for	  
months	  on,	  until	  he	   is	  evicted,	  because	  the	  oven	   in	   the	  kitchen	  does	  not	  work.	   In	   this	  
context,	   Ben’s	   attempts	   at	   producing	   privacy	   by	   putting	   Ikea	   shelves	   and	   aromatic	  
plants,	  fruitless	  and	  purposeless.	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In	  2004-­‐2005,	  Larry	  starts	  working	  for	  Nelson	  and	  his	  mother.	  At	  first,	  Ben	  is	  surprised	  
by	  how	  aggressive	  Larry	  is.	  	  
“[Larry]	  made	   racist	   comments	   to	  me.	   I	   actually	   have	   recordings	   of	   him.	   In	   04-­‐05	   he	  
called	  me	  and	  left	  all	  this	  nasty,	  nasty,	  messages	  on	  my	  phone.	  It	  was	  before	  I	  met	  him,	  
so	  I	  don’t	  know	  who	  he	  is.	  With	  his	  voice	  he	  sounds	  like	  a	  Mafioso.	  He’s	  like	  ‘You	  think	  
you’re	  gonna	  take	  us	  to	  court	  over	  some	  mumbo	  jumbo,	   it	  will	  be	  my	  pleasure	  to	  see	  
you	  in	  court’.	  And	  at	  one	  point	  he	  said	  ‘It’s	  nice	  to	  know	  there’re	  still	  Argentineans	  out	  
there	  that	  are	  as	  stupid	  as	  you.’	  My	  family	  is	  from	  Argentina,	  whatever.	  All	  kinds	  of	  stuff,	  
real	  stupid.”	  
Ben	   reacts	   to	   Larry’s	   aggressiveness	  with	   a	   legal	  mind.	   At	   this	   time,	   Ben	   sees	   himself	  
very	  much	   in	   control	   of	   the	   process	   in	   court.	  He	   is	   the	   one	   starting	   the	   procedure	   in	  
court,	   he	   has	   a	   lawyer	   and	   he	   is	   informed.	   He	   documents	   Larry’s	   behavior	   to	   file	   a	  
harassment	  complain.	  	  
“So	   I	  started	  the	  process	  of	   filing	  a	  harassment	  claim.	  Legally	   it	  was	  all	   there.	   	  He	  was	  
telling	  me	  that	  I	  couldn’t	  sue	  for	  repairs.	  He	  was	  telling	  me	  I	  couldn’t	  have	  roommates…	  
In	   the	  description	  of	  harassment	   in	   the	  tenant’s	  guide,	  all	   those	  things	  are	  considered	  
harassment.”	  
Ben	   says	   he	   could	   get	   $5,000	   from	   Larry	   for	   this	   behavior.	   One	  morning,	   Ben	  meets	  
Larry	   in	   person	   for	   the	   first	   time.	   His	   initial	   impressions	   of	   Larry	   being	   a	   Mafia-­‐like	  
intimidator	  are	  reinforced.	  
“And	  he	   came	   to	  my	  apartment	  once,	  before	   I	  met	  him,	  he	  was	  banging	  on	   the	  door	  
‘OPEN	  UP!’	  I	  was	  like,	  who	  is	  this	  guy?	  He	  sounds	  like	  fucking	  mafia?”	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“This	  is	  what	  you	  believed?”	  	  
“Before	  I	  met	  him	  [yes].	  When	  I	  met	  him,	  I	  was	  like	  ‘Oooh…	  whatever...’	  ”	  	  
“Why?”	  	  
“Because	  he’s	  short.	  When	  I	  met	  him	  I	  realize	  he’s	  all	  talk,	  he’s	  loud	  mouth,	  he’s	  full	  of	  
shit,	   he	   likes	   to	   intimidate	   people.	   He	   works	   for	   landlords	   to	   intimidate	   people	   who	  
don’t	   know	   the	   law,	   who	   don’t	   know	   the	   process,	   who	   don’t	   know	   how	   it	   goes.	   To	  
intimidate	   them	   to	   not	   to	   protect	   yourself,	   not	   to	   do	   the	   process…	   That’s	  why	   I	  was	  
trying	  to	  file	  for	  harassment,	  because	  it’s	  illegal.	  If	  he	  does	  sue	  me	  eventually	  I	  will	  open	  
the	  case.”	  
The	   first	   in-­‐person	  meeting	  with	   Larry	   at	   once	   reinforced	   the	   impression	   that	   Larry	   is	  
trying	   to	   intimidate	   him	   and	   deflates	   the	   impression	   that	   Larry	   is	   actually	   from	   the	  
Mafia,	  dangerous,	  and	  violent.	  Latter	  in	  the	  interview,	  Ben	  describes	  Larry	  is	  a	  “gumba”,	  
that	  is	  to	  say	  a	  lower-­‐class,	  older,	  Italian-­‐American	  male	  that	  takes	  the	  outside	  behavior	  
of	  a	  wise-­‐guy,	  but	  who	  is,	  in	  the	  end,	  “full	  of	  shit”.	  
Once	   the	   first	   case	   in	   court	   is	   settled	   in	   2005,	   Ben	   decides	   not	   file	   a	   complaint	   for	  
harassment	  against	  Larry.	  Both	  parties	  have	  come	  to	  an	  agreement.	  The	  repairs	  will	  be	  
done	  and	  Ben	  will	  pay	  the	  back	  rent	  minus	  one	  month.	  To	  delivers	  the	  payment	  for	  the	  
back	   rent,	   Ben	   goes	   to	   Larry’s	   office.	   At	   that	   time,	   Larry’s	   office	   is	   located	   in	   the	  
basement	  of	  Sir	  Kevin’s	  decrepit	  building	  in	  central	  Brooklyn.	  
“The	  more	  I	  talk	  to	  you	  the	  more	  I	  keep	  remembering	  more	  things.	  And	  not	  like	  random	  
things.	  Pretty	  interesting	  things	  like	  scandalous.	  I	  could	  tell	  you	  much	  more.”	  
“What	  kind	  of	  scandalous?”	  I	  ask.	  
	   510	  
“Have	  you	  ever	  been	  to	  Larry’	  office?	  Down	  the	  basement?”	  
“Yes,	  many	  times.”	  
“That’s	  where	  I	  had	  to	  go	  to	  pay	  he	  $5100,	  or	  whatever	  it	  was.	  I’m	  walking	  and	  he’s	  like	  
‘I’m	  down	  here’.	  I’m	  looking	  down	  and	  I’m	  thinking	  that	  five	  guys	  may	  be	  waiting	  for	  me.	  
I	  went	  down,	  but	  it	  crossed	  my	  mind.	  I	  mean	  it’s	  a	  shitty	  building.	  I’m	  like	  what?	  This	  is	  
your	  office	  in	  the	  basement	  in	  this	  tenement?	  This	  is	  another	  thing	  that	  made	  me	  realize	  
how	  full	  of	  shit	  he	  is.	  I’m	  like,	  this	  is	  your	  office,	  com’on	  get	  over	  yourself.	  So	  I	  go	  down	  
there,	   I	   hand	   him	   the	  money,	   and	   he’s	   talking	   and	   talking…	  And	   he	   starts	   telling	  me,	  
pardon	  me	  but	  it’s	  exactly	  what	  he	  said,	  he’s	  ‘fucking	  these	  old	  bitches’.”	  
“What?”	  	  
“Fucking,	   [to	  have]	  sex-­‐with,	   ‘these	  old	  bitches’.	  That’s	  quote	  unquote.	  His	  terms.	  And	  
he	  throws	  a	  stack	  of	  old	  pictures	  in	  front	  of	  me.	  Pictures	  of	  old	  naked	  women.	  And	  there	  
were	  even	  some	  pictures	  of	  him.	  Naked!	  I	  didn’t	   look	  at	  them.	  But	  he	  threw	  them	  like	  
that	  on	  the	  table,	  he	  spread	  them	  wide	  open.	  And	  I	  was	  like,	  I	  was	  like…	  Rahaha.”	  	  
Ben	  makes	  a	  disgusted	  face	  when	  he	  tells	  me	  the	  story.	  
“Why	  did	  he	  do	  that?	  How	  do	  you	  understand	  that?”	  I	  ask.	  
“I	  was	  just	  there	  to	  sign	  the	  papers,	  get	  a	  receipt	  for	  what	  I	  paid,	  which	  I	  still	  have,	  and	  
to	  give	  him	   the	  money.	  He	   starts	   talking,	   I	  was	   like	   ‘all	   right,	   all	   right,	   I’m	  gonna	  go’	   I	  
walked	  up,	  he	  came	  with	  me,	  and	  we	  start	  walking.	  And	  he	  starts	  saying	  ‘if	  you	  need	  an	  
apartment	  in	  the	  future,	  I	  can	  get	  you	  an	  apartment’.	  It’s	  just	  the	  way	  he	  is.	  But	  that	  was	  
really	   nasty	   and	   gross.	   [pause]	   Really	   gross.	   That	   can	   be	   considered	   harassment	   too,	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perhaps.	  Maybe	  he	  did	  it	  on	  purpose	  because	  he	  knows	  I’m	  gay.	  I	  never	  told	  him,	  but	  it’s	  
not	  a	  secret.”	  
In	  Ben’s	  description	  of	  the	  event,	  there	  is	  still	  a	  lingering	  fear	  that	  Larry	  will	  be	  physically	  
violent.	  However	   there	   is	   a	  more	  disturbing	  event	   for	  Ben	   that	   happens	   in	   sir	   Kevin’s	  
basement.	  This	  episode	  changes	  how	  Ben	  perceives	  Larry.	  	  
Ben	  describes	  now	  a	   repulsive	   contact.	  He	  accumulates	  a	   lexicon	   that	   is	  not	  anymore	  
about	   fear	   and	   intimidation	   but	   about	   repulsion:	   “scandalous”	   “nasty”	   “gross”	   “really	  
gross”.	  He	  adds	  the	  physical	  expression	  of	  disgust	  to	  these	  words.	  Ben	  has	  the	  desire	  to	  
shorten	   the	  encounter,	   to	  be	  physically	   removed	   from	  Larry,	  but	   Larry	   is	   imposing	  his	  
contact	  to	  Ben.	  Ben	  has	  the	  memory	  of	  Larry	  who	  cannot	  stop	  talking,	  of	  Larry	  following	  
him	  in	  the	  streets	  and	  making	  Ben	  uncomfortable	  by	  being,	  not	  aggressive,	  but	  amicable	  
with	   him.	   Now,	   Larry	   does	   not	   even	   need	   to	   be	   intimating	   to	   create	   discomfort.	   His	  
presence	  is	  enough.	  Besides,	  Ben	  feels	  that	  he	  has	  now	  peered	  deep	  down	  into	  Larry’s	  
being.	   “It’s	   just	   the	   way	   he	   is”	   Ben	   says.	  Whereas	   Ben	   was	   previously	   able	   to	   see	   a	  
distance	   between	   Larry’s	   pretension	   of	   being	   a	   wise-­‐guy	   and	   the	   reality	   of	   his	   social	  
standing,	  now	  Ben	  feels	  he	  sees	  Larry	  as	  he	  really	  –	  someone	  disgusting.	  
It	  is	  not	  only	  Larry	  who	  is	  a	  disquieting	  presence	  for	  Ben.	  Nelson,	  the	  building	  manager	  
by	  his	  own	  actions	  comes	  to	  embody	  confusion	  and	  irrationality	  in	  Ben’s	  life.	  	  
When	  Ben	  moved	  in	  the	  apartment	  in	  1999,	  construction	  works	  are	  needed.	  Ben	  is	  living	  
in	   a	   room	   that	   is	   not	   supposed	   to	   be	   his,	   while	   Nelson	   is	   doing	   repairs.	   Below	   this	  
mundane	  situation,	  there	  is	  however	  a	  first	  experience	  of	  discomfort	  and	  irrationality:	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“I	   lived	   in	   the	   living	   room	   for	  almost	  a	  month	   it	  was	  uncomfortable.	   So	   I	  went	   to	   live	  
with	  a	  friend	  in	  the	  East	  Village.	  I’m	  talking	  to	  Nelson	  and	  he’s	  telling	  me,	  ‘You	  have	  to	  
sign	  the	  lease,	  my	  mom	  thinks	  you’re	  not	  serious,	  that	  you	  don’t	  want	  the	  apartment’	  I	  
said	   ‘Why	  would	   I	   sign	   the	   lease	   if	   I	   don’t	   live	   in	   the	  apartment?’.	  And	   this	   is	   already	  
August.	  May,	  June,	  July,	  August.	  And	  this	  was	  our	  first	  fight	  ever,	  and	  we	  got	  many.	  We	  
had	   a	   fight,	   about	   why	   would	   I	   start	   paying	   rent,	   and	   he	   kept	   pressuring	   me.	   And	   I	  
thought	   I’m	  gonna	   lose	  the	  apartment	  and	   I	   really	  wanted	   it.	   I	  know	  his	  mom	  doesn’t	  
know	   anything	   except	   what	   he	   tells	   her.	   So	   I	   said	   all	   right,	   it’s	   time	   to	   leave	   [the	  
apartment	   in	  the	  East	  Village].	  And	  after	  another	  month,	   I	  said	  [to	  Nelson]	  I’m	  moving	  
in.	  Like	  this	  I	  can	  be	  there,	  I	  can	  see	  what’s	  happening,	  and	  maybe	  I	  can	  push	  a	  little.	  He	  
didn’t	  finish	  until,	  I	  think,	  February.”	  
“So	  almost	  a	  year	  after…?”	  
“Yes”	  
In	  2005,	   after	   the	   first	   long	   court	  battle,	   Ben	  pays	   the	  back	   rent	  he	  owes	  and	  Nelson	  
starts	  to	  do	  repairs.	  	  
“And	   I	  was	   living	   in	   the	  apartment	   in	  one	   room.	  While	   the	   rest	  of	   the	  apartment,	   the	  
living	  room,	  the	  kitchen,	  the	  other	  bedroom,	  the	  hallways	  were	  under	  construction.”	  
“The	  apartment	  was	  such	  in	  bad	  shape	  that	  it	  needed	  so	  much	  work?”	  
“It’s	  just	  needing	  painting!	  That’s	  it!	  [Nelson]	  is	  a	  lonely	  man	  and	  he	  just	  wanted	  to	  hang	  
out.	   I	  would	   come	  home	   and	   he	  would	   start	   talking,	   talking	   and	   talking.	   I	  would	   lock	  
myself	  in	  my	  room,	  ‘JUST	  WORK!’	  I	  would	  come	  home,	  and	  a	  wall	  that	  was	  fine,	  would	  
be	   broken	   open!	   And	   I	   would	   say	   ‘What’s	   this?’	   ‘Oh,	   it	   wasn’t	   flat,	   so	   I	   had	   to	   fix	   it’	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[Nelson	   would	   reply].	   He	   fixed	   the	   doors,	   the	   walls,	   the	   radiators…	   He	   took	   all	   the	  
radiators	   off	   and	   took	   off	   the	   rust	   and	   dirt	   and	   refurbished	   them	   in	   silver.	   It	   was	  
beautiful.	   They	  were	   antiques,	   old	   fashioned,	   really	   nice,	   but	   that	   took	   another	   three	  
weeks,	  you	  know?”	  
In	  Ben’s	  experience,	  Nelson	  is	  a	  more	  ambiguous	  figure	  than	  Larry.	  Like	  Larry,	  Ben	  sees	  
Nelson	   as	   somewhat	   intellectually	   limited	   and	   unexpectedly	   irrational.	   Ben	   needs	   to	  
negotiate	  with	  Nelson	  that	  he	  should	  not	  pay	  rent	  if	  he	  cannot	  use	  the	  apartment,	  or	  he	  
should	  not	  sign	  a	  lease	  if	  he	  does	  not	  live	  in	  the	  premises.	  For	  Ben,	  Nelson	  does	  not	  act	  
out	   of	   a	   malicious	   intent.	   Ben	   believes	   that	   Nelson	   thinks	   they	   are	   friends	   –	   and	   in	  
Nelson’s	  attitude	  there	  is	  a	  dimension	  of	  friendship.	  But	  Nelson	  unpredictable	  behavior	  
and	  demands	  that	  are	  perceived	  as	  absurd	  have	  a	  nefarious	  effect	  on	  Ben’s	  emotional	  
state.	  Ben	  wants	  to	  isolate	  himself	  from	  Nelson.	  	  
The	  contact	  with	  Nelson	  and	  Larry	   is	  so	  disquieting	  that	  when	  a	  major	   leak	  appears	   in	  
the	  bathroom	  in	  2008,	  Ben	  refuses	  to	  go	  again	  to	  court	  and	  ask	  for	  repairs.	  
“I	  had	  a	  roommate	  two	  years	  ago	  [in	  2008]	  who	  moved	  out	  because	  of	  that	  [a	   leaking	  
ceiling].	  And	  he	  stopped	  paying	  me	  rent	  because	  he	  wanted	  me	  to	  take	  them	  to	  court.	  	  
And	   I	   didn’t	   want	   to.	   I	   was	   ‘No	   I’ve	   already	   done	   it.	   It’s	   a	   pain.	   Beside	   it’s	   not	   my	  
business	   to	   do	   that.	   You	   should	   just	   leave’.	   He	   didn’t	   pay	   rent	   for	   over	   two	  months	  
utilities	  or	  rent.	  And	  then	  he	  moved	  out.	  He	  said	  don’t	  worry	  I’ll	  pay	  you	  and	  he	  never	  
did.	  2000	  dollars	  that	  I	  had	  to	  eat	  up.”	  	  
The	  anticipation	  of	  dealing	  with	  Larry	  in	  court	  and	  with	  Nelson	  doing	  the	  repairs	  in	  the	  
apartment	  is	  too	  much	  for	  Ben	  to	  bear	  with.	  The	  contact	  with	  the	  two	  men	  creates	  too	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many	   negative	   emotions.	   Ben	   prefers	   having	   a	   roommate	   leaving	   the	   apartment	  
without	  paying	  rent	  and	  not	  being	  able	  to	  find	  another	  roommate	  (“who’s	  gonna	  take	  a	  
room	   in	  an	  apartment	  with	   the	  hole	   in	   the	  bathroom’s	   ceiling?”	  he	  asks	  me),	   than	   to	  
deal	   with	   the	   two	  men.	   Ben	   prefers	   to	   see	   the	   physical	   conditions	   of	   his	   apartment	  
significantly	  deteriorating,	  than	  to	  deal	  with	  the	  two	  men.	  Ben	  prefers	  to	  take	  a	  heavy	  
financial	   risk	   and	   to	  make	  his	   apartment	   inhabitable	   than	   to	  be	   in	   contact	   again	  with	  
Larry	  and	  Nelson.	  In	  Ben’s	  experience	  having	  –	  “making”	  –	  a	  home	  in	  the	  apartment	  he	  
rents	   and	   dealing	   with	   Larry	   Nelson	   have	   become	   incompatible.	   This	   is	   the	   polluting	  
effect	  of	  Larry	  and	  Nelson	  on	  Ben’s	  privacy.	  
If	   Ben	   cannot	   make	   the	   decision	   of	   taking	   his	   landlord	   to	   court,	   he	   can	   make	   the	  
decision	  to	  stop	  mailing	  the	  rent’s	  check.	  
“I	  hadn’t	  been	  paying	  in	  the	  last	  several	  months,	  because	  I	  had	  no	  oven	  no	  stove,	  I	  had	  
leaks	   in	   the	   bathroom…	   whatever,	   whatever…	   But	   mainly	   the	   stove,	   you	   know	   not	  
having	  a	  stove	  for	  six	  months,	  this	  is…	  	  You	  know…”	  
Ben	   is	   taken	   to	   court	   for	   non-­‐payment	   by	   Larry.	   In	   housing	   court,	   both	   parties	   find	   a	  
settlement.	   Ben	  would	   resume	  paying	   rent	   and	  he	   repairs	  would	   be	  done.	  Again,	   the	  
unpredictability	  of	  Nelson’s	  behavior	  creates	  discomfort.	  
“I	   paid	   them	   like	  4000	  or	  4500	  dollars,	   this	  was	   the	   settlement	   and	   that	  was	  my	   first	  
payment.	  And	  then	  there	  were	  two	  days	  or	  three	  days,	  I	  don’t	  remember	  when,	  Nelson	  
was	  supposed	  to	  come	  and	  fix	  [the	  leak].	  I	  waited	  those	  three	  days.	  He	  never	  came.	  So	  
then	   I	   stop	   paying.	   I	   thought	   in	   court	   it	   was	   kind	   of	   legitimate,	   because	   it’s	   an	  
agreement,	  I	  pay	  you	  and…	  [you	  fix	  the	  ceiling]”	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Ben	   finds	   himself	   again	   in	   court	   for	   non-­‐payment.	   The	   sense	   of	   helplessness	   and	  
absurdity	   of	   the	   whole	   situation	   becomes	   overwhelming,	   and	   Ben	   decides	   to	   “let	  
himself	  be	  evicted”:	  
“I	   went	   to	   court.	   I	   saw	   one	   of	   these	   court-­‐appointed	   attorneys,	  pro	   se	   attorneys.	   He	  
looked	   at	  my	   paper	   and	   said	   ‘You	   didn’t	   pay?’	   I	   said	   ‘No’,	   ‘You	   gotta	   get	   out’.	   And	   I	  
thought	  to	  myself,	  I	  could	  probably	  talk	  to	  somebody	  else,	  and	  maybe	  there	  is	  some	  sort	  
of	  way…	  But	  I	  was	  exhausted,	  and	  I	  was	  like,	  forget	  it.	  I	  asked	  one	  of	  the	  security	  guards	  
there,	  and	  I	  forgot	  what	  I	  asked	  her,	  but	  she	  asks	  ‘How	  much	  do	  you	  owe?’	  and	  she	  said	  
‘If	  I	  were	  you	  honey,	  I	  would	  just	  go	  and	  forget	  the	  rent’	  And	  I	  was,	  ‘You	  know	  what?	  I	  
think	  you’re	  right!’	  That’s	  when	  I	  decided,	  fuck	  it,	  forget	  it.	  I’ve	  lived	  in	  that	  building	  for	  
like	   thirteen	   years,	   in	   that	   apartment	   for	   like	   eleven	   […]	   I’m	   tired.	   I’m	   done.	   And	   the	  
apartment	  was	   in	   such	  disrepair	   in	   the	  end.	   Let	  me	   just	  get	  up	  and	  get	  out,	  and	  start	  
new,	  start	  fresh.”	  
A	  few	  months	  later,	  Ben	  is	  evicted.	  
BEN’S	  EVICTION	  	  
The	  eviction	  is	  surprisingly	  uneventful	  and	  quiet.	  Larry	  and	  I	  meet	  Nelson	  in	  front	  of	  the	  
building	  an	  hour	  early.	  We	  wait	  for	  the	  marshal	  and	  the	  locksmith	  to	  arrive.	  Nelson	  tells	  
us	   that	   Ben	   has	   been	  moving	   out	   in	   the	   last	   few	   days,	   selling	   his	   stuff	   in	   the	   street.	  	  
Nelson,	  however,	   is	  scared.	  He	  thinks	  that	  Ben	  is	  still	   in	  the	  apartment.	   	  The	  locksmith	  
and	  the	  marshal	  arrive.	   In	  the	  stairs	  that	   lead	  to	  Ben’s	  apartment,	  Nelson	  asks	  several	  
times	  if	  Larry	  is	  right	  behind	  him.	  Larry	  is	  in	  good	  mood	  and	  reassures	  Nelson	  that	  he	  is	  
here.	   The	  marshal	   knocks	   on	   Ben’s	   door.	   He	  makes	   himself	   known.	  Nobody	   answers.	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When	   the	   locksmith	   starts	  unscrewing	   the	   lock,	  Ben	  appears	   in	   the	   frame	  of	   the	  next	  
door’	   apartment.	   He	   exist	   the	   apartment,	   he	   closes	   the	   door	   with	   a	   key,	   exchanges	  
polite	  greetings	  with	  everyone	  and	  leaves.	  It	  takes	  everyone	  by	  surprise.	  Larry	  does	  not	  
say	   anything	   apart	   from	   giving	   back	   the	   polite,	   even	   if	   colder,	   greetings	   that	   Ben	   has	  
extended	  to	  him.	  	  
We	   enter	   Ben’s	   former	   apartment.	   Inside,	   it	   is	   a	  mess.	   In	   the	   kitchen,	   dirty	   teacups,	  
plates,	  cutlery,	   food	  and	  plants	  rest	  on	  the	  floor.	  The	  bathroom	  has	  a	  massive	   leak	  on	  
the	  ceiling,	  and	  is	  extremely	  dirty	  too.	  The	  living	  room	  is	  full	  of	  trash	  and	  an	  old	  couch	  is	  
lacerated	  and	  foam	  is	  swelling	  from	  its	  open	  wounds.	  Larry	  takes	  pictures	  of	  everything.	  
He	   comments	   that	   the	   apartment	   confirms	   his	   judgment	   about	   Ben	   –	   Ben	   is	   just	   a	  
derelict	  addict.	  	  
“I	  left	  it	  really	  messy	  on	  purpose”	  says	  Ben	  “In	  a	  way	  I	  had	  no	  choice,	  in	  six	  days	  I	  was	  I	  
front	  of	  the	  house	  selling	  stuff,	  I	  put	  a	  few	  things	  in	  storage,	  and	  the	  rest	  I	  had	  nothing	  
to	  do	  with.	  Most	  of	  things	  were	  in	  the	  hallways	  because	  I	  was	  selling	  stuff	  in	  front	  of	  my	  
house.	  And	  a	  lot	  of	  other	  stuff	  I	  left	  very	  nasty	  on	  purpose.	  In	  the	  kitchen	  I	  sprayed	  paint	  
on	   the	   shelves,	   because	   I	   bought	   them.	   They	  were	  my	   shelves.	   Nelson	  was	   about	   to	  
spend	  a	   thousand	  of	  dollars	   in	  a	  wooden	  cabinet,	  and	   I	  knew	   it’s	  would	  be	  ugly	  and	   I	  
wouldn’t	   like	   it,	  and	  I	  said	   ‘Don’t	  worry	   I	  will	  buy	  some	  shelves	  at	   IKEA,	  and	  it’s	  gonna	  
better.’	  It	  was	  all	  nice,	  it	  looked	  very	  good.”	  
The	  eviction	  is	  the	  last	  trace	  of	  Ben’s	  experience	  of	  a	  polluted	  privacy.	  He	  gives	  back	  to	  
the	   landlord	   an	   apartment	   that	   is	   not	   destroyed	   –	   Ben	   did	   not	   inflict	   any	   further	  
structural	   damages	   to	   the	   property	   –	   but	   an	   apartment	   that	   is	   trashed.	   It	   is	   trashed	  
	   517	  
precisely	  where	  Ben	  was	  anchoring	  his	  experience	  of	  home.	  The	  shelves	  he	  bought	  are	  
spray-­‐painted,	   the	   aromatic	   plants	   and	   the	   flowers	   are	   becoming	   trash	   on	   the	   floor	  
instead	  of	  ornaments,	  and	  the	  couch	   is	   lacerated	  beyond	  repairs.	  “Let	   them	  deal	  with	  
it”,	  says	  Ben	  about	  the	  couch.	  Ben	  forces	  the	  landlord	  to	  deal	  with	  his	  polluted	  privacy.	  	  	  	  
During	  my	   fieldwork,	   I	   did	   five	   evictions	  with	   Larry.	   Four	  were	  evictions	  of	   residential	  
units	  and	  one	  was	  an	  eviction	  of	  commercial	  space	  –	  a	  mail	  store.	  Out	  of	  the	  residential	  
evictions,	  the	  eviction	  of	  Quentin	  described	   in	  the	  previous	  chapter,	   is	   the	  only	  one	   in	  
which	   the	   tenant	   was	   physically	   present	   and	   removed	   from	   the	   premises	   by	   the	  
marshal.	  Quentin	  was	  taken	  by	  surprise	  by	  the	  eviction.	  He	  was	  not	  prepared	  for	  it	  and	  
he	  had	  to	   leave	  with	  most	  of	  his	  belongings	  still	   in	  the	  apartment.	  For	  the	  other	  three	  
evictions,	   included	  Ben’s,	  the	  tenant	  had	  left	  the	  apartment	  before	  the	  arrival	  of	  Larry	  
and	  the	  marshal.	   In	  each	  case,	  the	  tenant	  had	  trashed	  the	  apartment.	  The	  apartments	  
smelled	  urine	  and	  alcohol	  that	  was	  poured	  on	  the	  floor.	  Each	  time,	  there	  were	  piles	  of	  
trash	  and	  smelly	  old	  clothes,	  stacked	  in	  corners.	  Pieces	  of	  furniture	  were	  destroyed.	  	  
Larry	  uses	  the	  state	  of	  disrepair	  and	  dirtiness	  in	  which	  evicted	  tenants	  leave	  apartment	  
as	  the	  proof	  they	  are	  “bad”	  tenants.	  The	  fact	  that	  the	  practice	  of	  trashing	  the	  place	  may	  
be	  a	  response	  to	  feelings	  of	  dispossession	  following	  Larry’s	  behaviors	  and	  the	  decision	  
of	  the	  court	  is,	  for	  Larry,	  irrelevant	  
There	  are	  six	  days	  between	   the	  moment	  Ben	  was	  served	  with	   the	  eviction	  notice	  and	  
the	  eviction	  itself.	  These	  six	  days	  are	  not	  filled	  with	   intense	  anxiety	  for	  Ben	  but	  with	  a	  
sense	  relief.	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“My	  other	  roommate	  thought	  I	  was	  crazy,	  I	  was	  getting	  all	  my	  stuff	  ready	  to	  put	  outside	  
to	  sell	  or	  to	  storage,	  walking	  up	  and	  down	  the	  hallways	  whistling	  all	  happy.	  And	  he’s	  like	  
‘Why	  you’re	  so	  happy?	  We’re	  getting	  evicted	  we	  gotta	  to	  leave	  in	  four	  days.’	  ‘That’s	  why	  
I’m	  happy.’	  He	  said	  ‘You’re	  crazy’	  I	  said	  ‘huh	  huh’…	  I	  took	  that	  like	  an	  adventure	  to	  start	  
new	  things.”	  
This	  is	  the	  last	  trace	  of	  an	  experience	  of	  polluted	  privacy	  in	  Ben’s	  story.	  Ben’s	  roommate	  
did	  not	  have	  to	  deal	  with	  Nelson	  and	  Larry.	  Ben	  was	  subletting	  rooms	  in	  the	  apartment	  
he	  rented	  to	  Nelson’s	  mother.	  Ben	  was	  the	  only	  name	  on	  the	  lease.	  For	  Ben’s	  roommate	  
the	  eviction	  is	  first	  and	  foremost	  the	  loss	  of	  a	  rent-­‐free	  apartment,	  however	  in	  disrepair.	  
For	  Ben,	  it	  is	  the	  assurance	  not	  to	  have	  to	  deal	  with	  Larry,	  Nelson	  and	  Nelson’s	  mother	  
anymore.	  There	  is	  probably	  an	  element	  of	  ‘sour	  grapes’	  in	  Ben’s	  attitude.	  However	  the	  
overall	  sense	  of	  relief	  seems	  genuine	  and	  is	  consistent	  with	  Ben’s	  ceremonious	  exit	  from	  
the	  next-­‐door	  neighbor’s	  apartment	  before	  the	  eviction	  started.	  
LARRY’S	  FAILED	  STRATEGY	  OF	  AGGRESSIVENESS	  
Larry	   conceives	   his	   loud	   aggressiveness	   in	   court	   as	   a	   signal	   sent	   to	   Nelson’s	  mother.	  
Larry	   wants	   to	   project	   an	   image	   of	   dedication	   and	   efficacy	   in	   court.	   In	   return,	   Larry	  
expects	  to	  become	  the	  trusted	  advisor	  and	  manager	  of	  the	  real	  estate	  affairs	  of	  Nelson’s	  
mother	   –	   becoming	  what	   he	   is	   now	  with	   sir	   Kevin,	   with	  Miss	   Jean	   and	  with	   the	   Kay	  
family.	  	  
However,	   after	   having	   difficulties	   getting	   Erin	   paid	   for	   her	  work	   as	   a	   lawyer	   on	   Ben’s	  
case,	   Larry	   understands	   that	   Nelson’s	  mother	  would	   not	   give	   him	   the	   role	   of	   trusted	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advisor.	  	  	  He	  changes	  his	  strategy	  and	  asks	  for	  a	  fee	  for	  his	  work.	  Larry	  hopes	  that	  he	  can	  
be	  at	  least	  the	  broker	  on	  rentals	  from	  the	  building	  –	  starting	  with	  Ben’s	  apartment.	  	  
A	  few	  days	  after	  the	  evictions,	  Larry	  calls	  Nelson.	  
“Nelson,	  how	  you’re	  doing?	  Did	  you	  clean	  that	  apartment	  yet?	  Did	  you	  finish	  it?	  Clean	  it	  
up	  and	  you	  could	  rent	  it	  to	  some	  girls.	  I	  could	  rent	  it	  for	  you.	  Rent	  it	  to	  three	  girls	  who	  
want	  to	  share.	  I’m	  not	  saying	  anything	  derogatory.”	  
Nelson	  refuses	  Larry’s	  offer	  to	  act	  as	  a	  broker.	  Larry	  starts	  negotiating	  for	  various	  forms	  
of	  remuneration	  without	  getting	  any	  definitive	  answer	  from	  Nelson.	  
“All	  right,	  listen	  to	  me.	  Do	  you	  know	  what	  I	  need?	  I	  need	  a	  few	  bucks.	  I	  need	  150	  bucks	  
for	  the	  marshal,	  and	  tell	   [your	  mother]	  to	  give	  me	  500	  bucks	  for	  my	  time.	  Last	  time	   it	  
was	  free.	  But	  give	  $650	  all	  together.	  Is	  that	  fair	  or	  you	  want	  me	  to	  call	  mummy?”	  	  	  
…	  
“She	  cheats	  me!	  Listen,	  to	  me,	  how	  many	  times	  did	  I	  go	  to	  court	  and	  spent	  a	  fucking	  day	  
there?	  Listen	  to	  me,	  Nelson!	  Nelson!	  Listen	  to	  me!	  I	  gave	  her,	  I	  gave	  you,	  so	  much	  time,	  
who	  is	  gonna	  pay	  me	  for	  that	  time?	  The	  value	  that	  I	  have	  is	  my	  time.	  You	  think	  money	  is	  
my	   god,	   no.	   Look	   we	   were	   there	   all	   day	   to	   go	   to	   trial,	   that’s	   $2000	   for	   anybody’s	  
standard,	   as	   an	   attorney.	   We	   know	   that.	   So	   if	   you	   can	   get	   me	   something	   I	   would	  
appreciate.	  And	  I’ll	  take	  care	  of	  you.	  All	  right?	  Let	  me	  know.”	  
…	  
“Who	  is	  doing	  your	  roof?	  You	  hired	  a	  crew?	  Where	  did	  you	  go?”	  	  
…	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“You’re	  making	   too	  much	  money,	   you	   should	   have	   taken	  me	  with	   you.	   Let	  me	   have	  
some	  money	  and	  I	  will	  be	  lucky	  and	  I’ll	  take	  some	  of	  my	  honeys.	  Give	  my	  love	  to	  your	  
mommy.	  Seriously,	  shake	  her	  down.”	  
…	  
“Let	  me	  ask	  you	  a	  question.	  Who	  is	  your	  insurance	  guy?	  I’m	  gonna	  switch	  it	  for	  you.	  All	  
right,	   listen	   to	   me,	   do	   you	   have	   any	   other	   bad	   tenants?	   If	   you	   have	   any	   other	   bad	  
tenants,	   let	  me	  know.	  And	  please	   stop	   fucking	  around,	   every	   guy	   that	  hasn’t	  paid	   for	  
two	  months,	  let	  me	  know.	  Bye”	  
Larry	  and	  Nelson	  have	  indeed	  played	  a	  critical	  role	  in	  Ben’s	  eviction.	  They	  have	  emptied	  
out	  Ben’s	   sentimental	   attachment	   to	  his	  place	  of	   living,	  making	  being	  evicted	  without	  
further	   efforts	   to	   stay	   put	   a	   sensible	   option	   for	   Ben.	   Larry	   and	   Nelson’s	   work	   at	   the	  
confined	   of	   the	   symbolic	   and	   the	   emotional	   has,	   however,	   remained	   invisible.	   Larry	  
cannot	  find	  a	  firm	  ground	  for	  his	  demand	  of	  remuneration	  to	  Nelson’s	  mother.	  Similar	  
to	  Ben	  who	  blames	  himself	  for	  not	  being	  able	  to	  undertake	  the	  meaningful	  practices	  of	  
privacy,	  Nelson’s	  mother	  does	  not	  see	  the	  role	  of	  Larry	  in	  the	  eviction	  of	  Ben	  –	  she	  does	  
not	  see	  how	  they	  polluted	  Ben’s	  privacy.	  	  
Larry	  himself	  cannot	  articulate	  clearly	  why	  he	  should	  be	  paid	   for	   the	   time	  he	  spent	   in	  
court.	   All	   he	   can	   do	   is	   to	   evoke	   tautologically	   the	   “value”	   of	   his	   time	   without	   being	  
explicit	  about	  what	  this	  value	  is.	  He	  can	  only	  make	  an	  irrelevant	  comparison	  with	  how	  
much	  lawyers	  charge	  landlords	  for	  their	  services.	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“VILLAIN”	  AS	  A	  PUBLIC	  IDENTITY	  
Larry	  shouts	  insults	  at	  tenants	  and	  he	  throws	  naked	  pictures	  of	  himself	  at	  people,	  with	  
the	   aim	  of	   degrading	   and	  making	   them	  uncomfortable.	   “I’m	  a	  bogeyman”,	   says	   often	  
Larry	   about	   himself.	   There	   is	   a	   conscious	   effort	   at	   making	   himself	   an	   incarnation	   of	  
someone	   evil	   and	   slightly	   disgusting.	   I	   argue	   that	   Larry	   endorses	   a	   peculiar	   public	  
identity	  that	  is	  best	  described	  by	  the	  idea	  of	  “villain”.	  Larry’s	  close	  and	  repeated	  contact	  
with	  Ben	  is	  nefarious	  and	  polluting	  because	  Larry	  is	  a	  “villain”.	  
Here	   I	   show	   that	   this	   identity	   of	   “villain	   is	   not	   unique.	   Other	   individuals	   identify	  
themselves	  as	  villain	  and	  are	  identified	  as	  villain.	  A	  Saturday	  morning	  I	  spent	  with	  Larry	  
and	   Isaac	   illustrate	   the	   circulation,	   endorsement,	   and	   imputation	   of	   such	   a	   negative	  
identity.	  
Larry	  and	  I	  meet	  Isaac	  at	  Jimmy’s	  diner,	  one	  Saturday	  morning	  of	  late	  November	  2010.	  
At	   Jimmy’s,	   everybody	   is	   happy	   to	   see	   Isaac.	  Waitresses	  welcome	   him	   cheerfully	   and	  
even	  the	  diner’s	  owner	  –	  Joe,	  who	  is	  usually	  quite	  taciturn	  –	  participates	  to	  the	  general	  
good	  mood.	  Isaac	  does	  not	  come	  very	  often	  to	  the	  diner.	  It	  is	  a	  small	  event.	  	  
From	   all	   accounts,	   Isaac	   is	   a	   handsome	   man,	   with	   a	   vague	   resemblance	   with	   Ted	  
Danson.	  Larry	  and	  Isaac	  decide	  they	  need	  first	  to	  do	  their	  business	  and	  then	  come	  back	  
to	  the	  diner	  for	   lunch.	  We	  jump	  is	   Isaac’s	  care	  and	  go	  to	  “320”,	  the	  building	  that	  Miss	  
Jean	  and	  Larry	  co-­‐own	  in	  a	  gentrifying	  street	  in	  Brooklyn.	  	  	  
In	  the	  car,	  Larry	   introduces	  me	  to	  Isaac.	  Larry	  says	  with	  a	   laugh	  that	   I	   live	   in	  Bed-­‐Stuy.	  
Isaac	   laughs	   too.	  He	   is	   incredulous.	  He	  wants	   to	  know	  where	  exactly	  do	   I	   live.	  When	   I	  
answer,	  he	  says	  he	  knows	  the	  area	  very	  well	  because	  he	  owns	  several	  buildings	  there	  –	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many	   commercial	   properties	   and	   stores.	   Larry	   and	   Isaac	  agree	   that	   the	  neighborhood	  
has	  changed	  tremendously	  
Suddenly,	  Larry	  points	  to	  a	  building.	  He	  says	  one	  if	  his	  former	  relationships	  used	  to	  live	  
there.	  Isaac	  asks:	  
“Do	  you	  still	  fuck	  your	  old	  ladies?”	  	  
“Hey,	  someone	  has	  to	  do	  it.	  They	  need	  action	  too!”	  
Everybody	  laughs	  in	  the	  car.	  	  
Larry	  sexual	  relationships	  with	  women	  in	  their	  70s,	  his	  “grandmas”,	   is	  a	  common	  topic	  
for	   Larry	   to	   brag	   about.	   Everybody	   at	   Jimmy’s	   knows	   about	   it.	   Besides,	   around	   Larry,	  
many	  people	  think	  that	  he	  is	  having	  sex	  with	  Miss	  Jean.	  That	  is	  why	  they	  are	  so	  trustful	  
with	  each	  other.	  Larry	  denies	  it	  but	  he	  adds	  he	  does	  not	  care	  what	  people	  think.	  
In	  the	  car,	  Larry	  claims	  to	  “have	  given	  thirteen	  orgasms”	  to	  one	  of	  these	  grandmas.	  	  
Isaac	  and	  I	  look	  at	  each	  other.	  Pointing	  at	  Larry,	  Isaac	  says	  to	  me	  laughing	  	  
“This	  guy	  is	  so	  full	  of	  shit”.	  	  
The	  atmosphere	  is	  laid	  back,	  and	  it	  seems	  we	  are	  all	  having	  fun.	  
We	  park	  outside	  “320”.	  I	  stay	  in	  the	  car	  with	  Isaac,	  while	  Larry	  is	  going	  into	  the	  building’s	  
basement	  to	  bring	  something	  he	  wants	  to	  give	  to	  Isaac.	  	  
Isaac	  says	  to	  me	  that	  Larry	  tried	  to	  sell	  him	  the	  building	  for	  $700,000.	  	  
He	  did	  not	  buy	  it.	  It	  was	  too	  expensive	  even	  if	  the	  neighborhood	  is	  changing.	  	  	  
Isaac	  tells	  me	  Larry	  is	  a	  nice	  and	  kind	  person,	  with	  a	  real	  heart.	  	  
I	  say,	  “Yeah,	  that’s	  right,	  at	  first	  he	  is	  all	  about	  provocations,	  trying	  to	  shock	  people,	  but	  
in	  fact	  he	  really	  wants	  to	  help	  in	  my	  study”.	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In	  disbelief,	  Isaac	  turns	  to	  me,	  and	  says,	  “No,	  no.	  He	  can	  be	  really	  mean.”	  	  	  
Isaac	  is	  surprised	  that	  I	  do	  not	  know	  that.	  He	  does	  not	  understand	  my	  naïveté.	  
Yet,	  he	  adds,	  magnanimous,	  “But,	  inside	  his	  heart	  is	  kind”.	  	  
Getting	  out	  of	  the	  basement	  of	  “320”,	  Larry	  waves	  at	  us.	  He	  is	  bringing	  from	  six	  boxes	  
full	  of	  CDs	  and	  DVDs	  and	  he	  needs	  help.	  We	  put	  them	  in	  Isaac’s	  trunk.	  They	  are	  erotic	  
films	  of	  shot	  in	  some	  kind	  of	  block	  parties.	  They	  have	  been	  left	  by	  the	  previous	  tenant	  of	  
the	  commercial	  space	  on	  the	  building’s	  ground	  floor.	  	  
Larry	  and	  Isaac	  estimate	  there	  are	  a	  thousand	  CDs	  and	  DVDs	  in	  the	  boxes.	  Isaac	  says	  he	  
could	   sell	   them	   in	   the	   stores	   he	   owns,	   including	   he	   ones	   in	   Bed-­‐Stuy.	   He	   has	   the	  
clientele	  for	  that.	  	  
Isaac	  says	  he	  could	  sell	  them	  for	  one	  dollar	  each.	  	  
Larry	  offers	  a	  50-­‐50	  deal.	  Isaac	  replies,	  
“Larry	  I	  didn’t	  know	  you	  were	  so	  cheap”.	  	  
I	   laugh	  believing	   it	  was	   a	   joke.	   I	   believe	   the	   atmosphere	   is	   still	   friendly.	   But	   rapidly,	   I	  
understand	  I	  am	  wrong.	  Isaac	  keeps	  refusing	  the	  offers.	  He	  does	  not	  want	  to	  share	  any	  
of	   the	   profits.	   Isaac	   keeps	   saying	   that	   he	   is	   helping	   Larry,	   not	   the	   other	  way	   around.	  
Larry	  and	  Isaac	  cannot	  come	  to	  an	  agreement	  and	  the	  conversation	  drops.	  
We	  arrive	  back	  at	  Jimmy’s	  diner.	  It	  is	  now	  lunchtime.	  	  
Larry	  says	  hello	  to	  some	  of	  the	  patrons	  and	  goes	  to	  the	  bathroom	  leaving	  me	  with	  Isaac.	  	  
A	  young	  woman,	  probably	  Latina,	  sits	  alone	  at	  a	   table,	   in	  a	  booth	  next	   to	   the	  counter	  
where	   both	   Isaac	   and	   I	   stand.	   Suddenly,	   Isaac	   sits	   at	   the	   same	   table	   in	   front	   of	   the	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woman.	  He	  starts	  talking	  to	  her.	  But	  I	  cannot	  hear	  what	  he	  says	  because	  he	  has	  leaned	  
forward	  and	  murmured	  something	  to	  her	  ear.	  	  
Very	   slowly	   and	   calmly	   the	   woman	   stands	   up,	   leaving	   her	   untouched	   her	   tuna	   salad	  
sandwich.	  She	  goes	  to	  the	  cash	  register	  and	  she	  pays	  for	  her	  meal,	  without	  a	  word.	  	  
Joe,	  the	  diner’s	  owner,	  tries	  to	  bring	  her	  back	  but	  she	  does	  not	  want	  to.	  She	  politely	  says	  
it	  does	  not	  matter,	  she	  is	  leaving.	  	  
When	  she	  has	  left,	  Joe	  goes	  to	  Isaac.	  He	  is	  obviously	  mad.	  Joe	  is	  short	  and	  bulky.	  He	  is	  an	  
imposing	  presence.	  He	  says	  in	  a	  loud	  and	  angry	  voice	  to	  Isaac,	  	  
“Don’t	  ever	  do	  that	  again,	  she	  is	  a	  very	  nice	  girl	  and	  she	  comes	  here	  everyday!	  Do	  you	  
hear	  me?”	  
Isaac	  plays	  dumb.	  
“What	  did	  I	  do?	  I	  don’t	  understand…”	  	  
Joe	  becomes	  angrier.	  He	  yells.	  
“Stop	  that	  shit	  now!	  Don’t	  do	  it	  again,	  ok?”	  	  
Isaac	  keeps	  playing	  dumb.	  He	  turns	  to	  me,	  and	  with	  a	  smile	  asks.	  
“What	  did	  I	  do?”	  
Joe	  is	  becoming	  agitated.	  He	  shouts,	  leaning	  forward	  toward	  Isaac:	  
“If	  you	  keep	  doing	  this,	  I’m	  gonna	  kick	  your	  ass”.	  	  
Isaac	  is	  now	  furious.	  He	  feels	  he	  has	  been	  mistreated.	  He	  stands	  up.	  I	  believe	  they	  are	  
about	  to	  start	  a	  fight.	  But	  Isaac	  leaves	  the	  diner	  slamming	  the	  back	  door.	  
The	  patrons,	  who	  sit	  at	  the	  counter	  start	  talking	  with	  disaprobation:	  	  
“I	  thought	  they	  knew	  each	  other…”	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Larry	  comes	  back	  from	  the	  bathroom,	  and	  asks:	  	  
“What’s	  happening?”	  	  
Joe	   is	   furious	  at	  Larry.	  He	  asks	  Larry	  to	   leave	   immediately.	  Larry	  does	  not	  understand,	  
but	  seeing	  Joe’s	  anger,	  he	  obeys.	  He	  is	  guilty	  by	  association.	  He	  and	  Isaac	  share	  a	  similar	  
quality	  in	  Joe’s	  mind.	  	  
In	  the	  parking	  lot	  behind	  the	  diner,	  Larry	  tells	  me.	  
“Isaac	  is	  fucked-­‐up	  in	  the	  head.	  We	  have	  known	  each	  other	  for	  years.	  Our	  children	  are	  
born	  the	  same	  time.	  They	  used	  to	  play	  together.	  He	  is	  fucked	  up”.	  	  	  
He	  pauses,	  and	  he	  adds.	  	  
“He	  is	  an	  heir.	  He	  inherited	  all	  these	  properties	  from	  his	  father.	  Behind	  riches,	  there	  is	  
always	   blood.	   He	   comes	   from	   a	   fucked	   up	   family.	   They	   all	   spend	   time	   in	   mental	  
institutions.”	  	  
“What	  do	  you	  mean	  there	  is	  blood?”	  	  
Larry	  ignores	  my	  question.	  	  
I	  notice,	  as	  often	  with	  Larry,	  the	  superstitious	  belief	  that	  one	  does	  not	  talk	  in	  too	  many	  
details	  of	  the	  darkest	  dimensions	  of	  the	  past	  and	  of	  the	  housing	  business.	  	  
But	  there	  is	  darkness	  and	  evil	  and	  one	  needs	  to	  watch	  out.	  
Larry	  finally	  says	  about	  Isaac.	  
“He’s	  not	  my	  friend.	  I	  have	  friends	  who	  I	  trust.	  He	  is	  not”.	  
At	  two	  different	  times	  during	  this	  morning,	  with	  Larry	  and	  Isaac-­‐the-­‐heir,	  both	  men	  had	  
similar	  discourse	  about	  each	  other	  with	  me.	  They	  conceive	  each	  other	  as	  people	  who	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are	   mean,	   almost	   evil,	   people	   who	   belong	   to	   different	   moral	   categories	   than	   most	  
ordinary	  people.	  	  
A	  few	  days	  after	  the	  event,	  Larry	  and	  I	  come	  to	  the	  diner.	  	  
Joe,	   the	   owner,	   Isabella	   and	   Sylvia,	   the	   waitresses,	   are	   here.	   Larry	   and	   I	   sit	   at	   the	  
counter.	  Isabella	  says	  	  
“Hey!	  My	  Jew	  friends!”	  
She	  laughs.	  She	  turns	  to	  me	  and	  asks	  if	  Isaac	  is	  with	  us.	  I	  say	  no	  and	  I	  haven’t	  seen	  him	  
since	  last	  time.	  I	  do	  not	  correct	  Isabella	  about	  me	  not	  being	  Jewish	  and	  Larry	  ignores	  the	  
remark	  as	  well.	  	  
“He’s	  so	  ashamed,	  he	  does	  not	  come	  anymore”,	  says	  Isabella.	  
She	  is	  laughing.	  	  
Joe	  turns	  to	  me	  and	  says,	  
	  “Oh	  no,	  he	  shouldn’t	   come	  back.	  You	  know	  what	  he	   told	  her?	  Because	  she	  came	  the	  
day	  after	  that	  and	  she	  was	  crying.	  He	  told	  her	  ‘you	  got	  a	  man?	  	  I	  can	  be	  your	  man’	  ”	  	  
Joe	  is	  still	  upset	  when	  he	  tells	  me	  this	  –	  forgetting	  conveniently	  he	  has	  the	  reputation	  of	  
sleeping	  with	  the	  waitresses.	  
Larry	  approvingly	  nods.	  Isaac	  cannot	  behave	  as	  he	  did,	  Larry	  says.	  “He’s	  crazy”,	  he	  adds.	  	  
The	  event	  does	  not	  reveal	  how	  Larry	  and	  Isaac	  are	  perceived.	  It	  reveals	  something	  about	  
their	  public	  identities.	  Not	  only	  do	  Larry	  and	  Isaac	  see	  each	  other	  as	  people	  with	  a	  mean	  
streak	   in	  them,	  but	  also	  do	  other	  people.	  People	  at	   the	  diner,	  group	  them	  in	  a	  similar	  
category	  –	  and	  this	  category	  is	  the	  one	  of	  people	  with	  a	  nefarious	  ontology.	  Part	  of	  their	  
public	  identity	  is,	  to	  be	  “villain”.	  People	  know	  they	  need	  to	  be	  cautious	  with	  them.	  For	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Isabella	   this	   streak	  of	  meanness	   is	   summarized	  by	   the	   fact	  of	  being	   Jewish.	   For	   Larry,	  
Isaac’s	  evil	  is	  testified	  in	  his	  stay	  on	  a	  mental	  institution,	  his	  family	  history	  and	  his	  mode	  
of	  acquisition	  of	  money.	  
Under	  these	  public	  identities	  of	  villain,	  Larry	  is	  at	  once	  fun,	  mean	  and	  gross;	  Isaac-­‐the-­‐
heir	   is	   charming	   but	   also	   twisted	   and	   predatory;	   and,	   also,	   Nelson	   is	   nice	   but	   also	  
uncontrollable.	  	  
Larry	   cultivates	   this	   public	   identity.	   He	  makes	   known,	   as	   much	   as	   he	   can,	   that	   he	   is	  
“insane”	   that	   he	   is	   a	   “bogeyman”	   that	   landlords	   call	   to	   scare	   tenants.	   It	   is	   always	  
associated	   by	   a	   quick	   laugh	   that	   tempered	   the	   meaning	   of	   these	   words.	   The	   word,	  
however,	  stays.	  He	  also	  makes	  known	  to	  other	  people	  that	  he	  had	  “grandmas”,	  carrying	  
sex	  pictures	  of	  them	  and	  him.	  Most	  of	  the	  time,	  it	  seems	  to	  bring	  ridicule	  on	  him;	  but	  it	  
also	  casts	  him	  as	  someone	  of	  a	  different	  nature.	  
Larry	  is	  so	  keen	  on	  presenting	  a	  villainous	  image	  of	  himself	  that	  after	  the	  conflicts	  with	  
Erin	  and	  Andres,	  both	  accuse	  him	  of	  the	  most	  serious	  crime	  and	  immoralities	  –	  Andres	  
relaying	   suspicions	   of	  murder,	   Erin	   of	  manipulating	   older	   black	  women	   by	   having	   sex	  
with	  them.	  
In	   sociology,	   these	   villainous	   public	   identities	   are	   rarely	   understood	   as	   part	   of	   an	  
economic	  system.	  In	  the	  scholarship,	  they	  are	  often	  used	  to	  give	  a	  colorful	  picture	  of	  a	  
place.	   The	   reader	   knows	   that	   some	   of	   the	   hoodlums	   at	   Jelly’s,	   the	   bar	   studied	   by	  
Anderson	   in	  A	  Place	  on	   the	  Corner	   (1978),	   need	   to	  be	  approached	   carefully	  or	   simply	  
avoided.	  The	  reader	  of	  Sidewalk	  knows	  that	  Ron	  can	  be	  violent	  when	  he	  is	  on	  drugs	  or	  
drunk	   (1999).	   It	   is	   however	   unclear	   where	   this	   information	   really	   fits	   in	   the	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argumentation	   of	   the	   authors.	   When	   sociologists	   and	   anthropologists	   take	   seriously	  
these	   “villain”	   individuals,	   it	   is	   in	   relationship	   to	   a	   study	   of	   a	   criminal	   economy.	   It	   is	  
impossible	  to	  forget	  the	  violence	  of	  Primo’s	  rape	  as	  told	  by	  one	  of	  Bourgois’	  informants	  
in	   In	   Search	  of	   Respect	   (1995).	   The	   argument	   is	   that	   the	   cultivation	  of	   such	   villainous	  
public	   identities	   is	   necessary	   in	   a	   criminal	   economy	   (see	   Katz’	   Seduction	   of	   Crime,	  
especially	   chapters	   3-­‐7).	   If	   one	   is	   seen	   as	   pure	   evil,	   one	   is	   to	   be	   feared,	   and	   one	   can	  
make	  a	  living	  from	  criminal	  activities.	  This	  is	  one	  aspect	  of	  what	  Bourgois	  calls	  a	  “culture	  
of	  terror”	  (see	  also	  Contreras	  2012).	  	  
Larry,	   Isaac,	  Nelson	  make	   themselves	   villainous	  not	   so	  much	  because	   it	   instills	   fear	   in	  
others	  –	  it	  does,	  but	  only	  marginally	  –	  but	  because	  it	  creates	  a	  disquieting	  environment	  
that	   they	   can	   use	   in	   economic	   affairs	   and	   conflicts.	   To	   that	   extent,	   my	   argument	  
complement	   the	   short	   excursus	   made	   by	   Hochschild	   about	   bill	   collectors	   in	   the	  
Managed	  Heart	  (1983).	  Both	  arguments	  are	  based	  on	  the	  stimulation	  of	  an	  experience	  
of	   discomfort	   in	   others.	   The	   present	   analysis	   adds	   a	   crucial	   understanding	   to	   this	  
phenomenon.	   By	   contrast	   with	   bill	   collectors	   who	   call	   people	   at	   their	   home,	   Larry,	  
Norman,	  Isaac	  have	  a	  more	  immediate	  contact	  with	  their	  target.	  There	  is	  in	  the	  housing	  
market	   a	   structural	   proximity	   of	   housing	   professionals	   with	   people’s	   private	   life	   that	  
makes	  the	  public	  figure	  of	  the	  villain	  an	  even	  more	  efficacious	  and	  adequate	  figure	  to	  a	  
situation	  of	  conflict.	  	  
	  
Ben’s	  case	  offers	  a	  unique	  window	  for	  understanding	  how	  it	  feels,	  as	  a	  tenant,	  to	  be	  in	  
conflict	   with	   Larry.	   Larry’s	   aggressiveness	   is	   very	   present	   in	   Ben’s	   experience.	   Ben	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dismissed	   it	  as	  an	  expected	  annoyance	  from	  an	  old-­‐school	  New	  Yorker	   from	  Brooklyn.	  
However,	  Larry	  has	  been	  able	  to	  have	  a	  disquieting	  effect	  on	  Ben’s	  life	  by	  other	  means	  –	  
by	  throwing	  at	  Ben	  naked	  pictures	  of	  himself	  with	  older	  women	  in	  the	  foul	  basement	  of	  
a	   “tenement”.	   Larry	  was	   supported	   in	   his	   attempts	   by	  Nelson’s	   stubborn	   irrationality	  
and	  candor76.	  	  
There	   is	  a	  need,	   for	  a	   larger	  perspective	  on	  Larry’s	  behavior	  and	   its	  effects	  on	  tenants	  
than	  strict	  meanings	  conveyed	  by	  the	   ideas	  of	  aggressiveness	  and	   intimidation.	  Larry’s	  
behavior	   includes	   aggressiveness	   but	   also	   naked	   picture	   of	   him	  with	   older	  women.	   It	  
includes	   the	   use	   of	   Nelson.	   It	   includes	   the	   absence	   of	   inhibition	   or	   taboo	   on	   some	  
behaviors.	  To	  understand	  how	  this	  strategy	  works,	  what	  a	  disquiet	  environment	  does	  to	  
a	  tenant,	  I	  have	  used	  and	  re-­‐developed	  the	  notions	  “privacy”	  and	  “pollution”.	  Creating	  a	  
disquiet	  environment	  for	  the	  tenant,	  Larry	  aims	  at	  polluting	  tenants’	  privacy.	  He	  aims	  at	  
incapacitating	   tenants,	   at	   preventing	   hem	   from	   for	   developing	   a	   full	   and	   rewarding	  
experience	  of	  home.	  Tenants’	  privacy	  is	  the	  anchor	  of	  tenants’	  sentimental	  attachment	  




Housing	   professionals	   are	   structurally	   located	   at	   the	   border	   of	   people’s	   private	   life.	  
Other	   economic	   relationships	   involve	   the	   private	   life	   of	   people,	   in	   particular	  
relationships	   with	   doctors,	   lawyers,	   and	   priests.	   “Patients”,	   “clients”,	   and	   “followers”	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76	   I	   am	   not	   saying	   that	   Nelson	   was	   irrational	   or	   that	   he	   has	   limited	   intellectual	   capacities.	   He	   was	   treated	   and	  
perceived	  like	  that	  by	  other	  people	  from	  Larry	  to	  Ben.	  	  Larry	  kept	  repeating	  that	  “the	  elevator	  didn’t	  go	  up	  in	  his	  brain	  
–	  they	  stop	  earlier”.	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expose	   aspects	   of	   their	   private	   life	   that	   they	   usually	   keep	   hidden	   from	   other	   people.	  
However,	  the	  personal	  facts	  that	  these	  professions	  have	  access	  to	  are	  at	  once,	  focused,	  
protected	  by	  law	  or	  a	  code	  of	  ethics,	  and,	  above	  all,	  voluntary	  given	  by	  the	  individual.	  In	  
the	   housing	  market,	   private	   life	   is	   exposed	   to	   the	   landlord	   and	   her	   affiliated	   housing	  
professionals	  in	  a	  more	  diffuse,	  more	  wide-­‐ranging,	  less	  protected	  way	  and	  above	  all	  it	  
is	  most	  often	  involuntary	  given.	  By	  contrast	  with	  relationships	  with	  lawyers,	  doctors	  or	  
priests,	  tenant-­‐landlord	  relationships	  are	  often	  not	  cooperative	  but	  contentious.	  	  
A	   similar	   assessment	  has	  been	  made	  by	  other	   scholars	   studying	   janitors	   in	   apartment	  
buildings	   (Gold	   1956)	   and	  doormen	   (Bearman	  2005).	   These	   housing	   professionals	   can	  
easily	  cross	  the	  border	  of	  private	  life	  with	  tenants,	  either	  to	  enhance	  their	  own	  status	  by	  
diminishing	  residents’	  status	   (Gold	  1956);	  or	   to	  enhance	  their	  own	  status	  by	  providing	  
services	  tailored	  to	  the	  unique	  desires	  of	  residents,	  whose	   intimate	  knowledge	  can	  be	  
built	  only	  by	  trespassing	  on	  their	  private	  life	  (Bearman	  2005).	  	  
This	   literature	  has	   followed	  a	  traditional	   framework	  about	  of	  domestic	  services.	  These	  
services	   are	   seen	  as	   a	   complex	   interplay	  of	   status	  –	   leaving	   in	   the	  dark	   the	  economic	  
interests	  at	  play	  in	  the	  infringing	  of	  tenants’	  private	  life.	  I	  show	  that	  landlords	  and	  their	  
affiliates	   cross	   the	   boundary	   of	   tenants’	   private	   life	   because	   it	   serves	   their	   economic	  
interests.	   I	   have	   explored	   in	   this	   chapter	   how	   this	   adversarial	   trespassing	   is	   a	   critical	  
element	  of	  the	  dynamics	  of	  conflicts	  between	  landlords	  and	  tenants.	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CHAPTER	  8:	  JIMMY’S,	  AN	  INDECENT	  DINER	  
	  
INTRODUCTION	  
Larry	  enjoys	  tensed	  conflicts.	  With	  a	  mischievous	  smile,	  showing	  he	  is	  aware	  he	  is	  about	  
to	   say	   something	   taboo,	   Larry	   often	   claims	   he	   “love[s]	   evicting	   tenants”.	   He	   “love[s]	  
making	   people	   homeless”.	   Larry’s	   incivility	   is	   not	   limited	   to	   tenants.	   Landlords,	   real	  
estate	   investors,	   brokers,	   housing	   lawyers	   and	   other	   professionals	   of	   the	   housing	  
market	   can	  be	   the	  object	  of	   Larry’s	   behavior	   if	   they	   try	   to	   “cross	  him”	  or	   “fuck	  him”.	  
Larry’s	  economic	   life	   is	  the	  opposite	  of	  the	   liberal	  dream	  of	  doux	  commerce	   (Fourcade	  
and	   Healy	   2007;	   Hirshman	   1982;	   McCloskey	   1994).	   The	   pursuit	   of	   Larry’s	   private	  
interests	  does	  not	  promote	  gentle	  and	  respectful	  social	  relationships.	  Civility	  is	  unstable	  
and	  superficial.	  Relationships	  quickly	  shift	  from	  surface	  politeness	  to	  outbursts	  of	  anger	  
and	  insults.	  	  
Commerce	  with	  Larry	  is,	  indeed,	  rarely	  a	  doux	  commerce.	  
Larry’s	   incivility,	   the	  support	   it	   receives	   from	  “his”	   landlords,	  and	   the	   tacit	   connivance	  
Larry	  gets	  from	  the	  state	  have	  been	  explained	  along	  two	  lines	  in	  the	  previous	  chapters.	  
Incivility	   was	   first	   explained	   by	   the	   common	   experience	   of	   resentment	   towards	   the	  
state,	   common	   among	   small	   landlords	   and	   their	   affiliates.	   Larry	   is	   uncivil	   towards	  
tenants	  because	  his	   sense	  of	   justice	   is	   thwarted	  by	   the	   legal	   system.	  Second,	   incivility	  
was	  explained	  by	  the	  position	  of	  structural	  proximity	  with	  tenants’	  private	  life	  enjoyed	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by	  housing	  professionals.	  Housing	  professionals	  have	  access	  to	  private	  information	  that	  
makes	  incivility	  possible	  and	  efficacious.	  They	  use	  incivility	  to	  alter	  tenants’	  private	  life	  
in	  a	  way	  that	  fits	  their	  economic	  interests.	  
The	  present	  chapter	  gives	  a	  third	  account	  of	  incivility.	  Incivility	  is	  here	  understood	  as	  a	  
dramatization	  of	  everyday	   life	  meant	   to	  provide	  professional	   self-­‐esteem	  to	   Larry	  and	  
other	   assimilated	   economic	   actors,	   which	   I	   group	   under	   the	   heading	   “local	  
entrepreneurs	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods”.	  
A	  PROBLEMATIC	  PROFESSIONAL	  SELF-­‐ESTEEM	  	  
Larry	   is	  a	  housing	  professional	  with	  many	  official	   titles,	   from	  building	  manager	   to	   real	  
estate-­‐broker.	  These	  official	  titles	  indicate	  only	  an	  aspect	  of	  what	  Larry	  does	  to	  make	  a	  
living.	  Larry	  belongs,	  in	  fact,	  to	  a	  larger	  category	  of	  economic	  actors,	  which	  is	  frequently	  
described	   in	  the	  scholarship	  on	   low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	   I	  call	   this	  class	  of	  
individuals,	  “local	  entrepreneurs”.	  
Landmark	  descriptions	  and	  analyzes	  of	  this	  category	  has	  been	  made	  in	  chapters	  16	  and	  
17	  of	  Drake	  and	  Cayton’s	  Black	  Metropolis	   ([1945]	  1993),	   chapters	  11	  and	  12	  of	   Light	  
and	  Bonacich’s	   Immigrant	  Entrepreneurs,	  and	  chapters	  3	  and	  4	  of	  Venkatesh’s	  Off	   the	  
Books	   (2006).	   Based	   on	   this	   literature,	   I	   come	   with	   the	   following	   characterization	   of	  
local	  entrepreneurs.	  
Local	  entrepreneurs	  are	  economic	  actors	  who	  derive	  income	  and	  credible	  ambitions	  for	  
future	   material	   gains	   through	   direct,	   face-­‐to-­‐face	   involvement	   in	   local,	   social	   and	  
economic	  circuits	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  areas.	  They	  do	  not	  make	  money	  at	  a	  distance	  
or	  mainly	   through	   the	   interface	   of	   formal	   organizations.	   They	   derive	   income	   by	   their	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physical	   presence	   in	   local	   economic	   circuits	   (Zelizer	   2008	   on	   Venkatesh	   2006).	   In	  
addition,	   local	   entrepreneurs	   develop	  modes	   of	   economic	   action	   that	   cannot	   be	   fully	  
grasped	  with	  standard	  definitions	  of	  what	  an	  economic	  activity	  is.	  Their	  daily	  life	  is	  akin	  
to	   the	  description	  of	  entrepreneurship.	  Entrepreneurship	   is	  a	  difficult	  category	   to	  use.	  
Some	   sociologists	   simply	   call	   entrepreneurs	   individuals	  who	   create	   organizations	   (e.g.	  
Thornton	  1999).	  Others,	  more	  abstractly,	   and	  more	  ambitiously,	   see	  entrepreneurs	  as	  
people	  who	  “change	   the	   rules	  of	   the	  game”,	   that	   is	   to	   say	  actors	  who	   transform	  how	  
various	  organizations	  relate	  to	  each	  other,	  changing	  the	  nature	  of	  each	  organization	  and	  
the	   rational	   strategies	   implicated	   by	   the	   game	   (e.g.	   DiMaggio	   1982).	   In	   this	   second	  
approach,	  entrepreneurship	  is	  a	  kind	  of	  political	  action.	  Entrepreneurship	  thus	  requires	  
bargaining	  and	  alliances,	  exchange	  of	  services,	  promises	  and	  trust	  that	  may	  be	  broken	  
or	  given	  in	  deceit,	  co-­‐optation	  or	  lobbying	  of	  non-­‐economic	  organizations,	  mobilization	  
of	  rhetorical	  tools	  in	  a	  public	  sphere,	  and	  collective	  mobilization	  (King	  and	  Pearce	  2010).	  
In	   this	   perspective,	   entrepreneurship	   achieves	   economic	   gains	   primarily	   through	  
strategic	  actions	  akin	  to	  political	  action	  –	  not	  through	  decisions	  made	  within	  the	  routine	  
categories	  of	  market	  capitalism.	  For	   local	  entrepreneurs,	  economic	   life	   looks	  more	  like	  
micro-­‐politics	   than	   the	   unfolding	   of	   a	   classic	   economic	   rationality.	   Based	   on	   this	  
characterization,	  one	  could	  say	  that	  Larry	   is	  a	   local	  entrepreneur	  (see	  chapter	  1	  of	  the	  
present	  work).	  
The	  classic	  literature	  on	  local	  entrepreneurs	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods	  has	  
insisted	   on	   a	   tension	   between,	   on	   the	   one	   hand,	   feelings	   of	   communal	   solidarity	  
towards	  locals	  (which	  are	  their	  main	  source	  of	  revenue),	  and	  temptations	  of	  furthering	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economic	  exploitation	   to	  make	  extra-­‐income	   (Drake	  and	  Cayton	   [1945]	  1993:488-­‐489,	  
Venkatesh	   2006:124-­‐128;	   see	   also	   Lee	   2002,	   Portes	   and	   Sensenbrenner	   1993,	  Wilson	  
and	  Portes	  1980).	  	  
I	   ground	   my	   argument	   on	   a	   different	   tension	   in	   the	   social	   position	   of	   the	   local	  
entrepreneurs:	   the	   problematic	   generation	   of	   professional	   self-­‐esteem.	   Indeed	   the	  
professional	  pride	  and	  sense	  of	  self-­‐worth	  of	  local	  entrepreneurs	  is	  prey	  to	  	  a	  dilemma.	  
On	  one	  hand,	  these	  economic	  actors	  cannot	  sincerely	  claim	  the	  prestige	  of	  middle-­‐class	  
professionals.	  The	  official	  titles	  they	  bear,	  which	  in	  other	  circumstance	  could	  grant	  them	  
the	  status	  of	  professionals,	  are	  only	  pale	  and	  distant	  reflections	  of	  their	  activity	   in	  the	  
context	   of	   entrepreneurship	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods.	   In	   addition,	  
professional	   prestige	   is	   a	   function	   of	   “purity”	   and	   remoteness	   from	   the	   muck	   of	  
irrational	  individual	  behaviors	  (Abbott	  1981)	  –	  which	  is	  the	  exact	  opposite	  of	  where	  local	  
entrepreneurs	  find	  themselves,	  located	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  tense,	  emotional,	  unpredictable	  
individual	  relations.	  	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	   local	  entrepreneurs	  cannot	  model	  their	  sense	  of	  self-­‐worth	  on	  the	  
working-­‐class.	  Scholars	  have	  documented	  the	  construction	  of	  working-­‐class’s	  pride	  and	  
morality	   in	   contrast	   with	   the	   middle-­‐class.	   The	   attribution	   of	   esteem	   puts	   great	  
emphasis	  on	  the	  capacity	  to	  produce	  concrete	  things	  that	  are	  useful	  and	  well	  crafted,	  on	  
frank	  and	  direct	  relationships,	  on	  fulfilling	  one’s	  task	  well	  (Lamont	  2002;	  Anteby	  2008).	  
Other	  scholars	  of	  the	  working-­‐class	  have	  shed	  light	  on	  the	  micro	  actions	  through	  which	  
workers	   distance	   themselves	   from	   their	   monotonous	   work	   and	   from	   their	   hierarchy,	  
either	  by	  developing	  comradeship	   (Roy	  1959)	  or	  by	  “playing	  games”	  with	   the	   job	   that	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has	   to	   be	   done	   (Burawoy	   1979).	   Such	   avenues	   are	   not	   available	   to	   the	   local	  
entrepreneurs.	  Their	  work	  is	  oriented	  towards	  making	  deals	  rather	  than	  making	  things,	  
often	   by	   using	   deception.	   Besides,	   their	   environment	   does	   not	   look	   like	   the	  
manufacture’s	  shop	  floor	  with	  its	  ready-­‐made	  divisions	  between	  workers	  and	  foremen,	  
workers	   and	   managers,	   workers	   and	   the	   maintenance	   department.	   Finally,	   the	   daily	  
unfolding	   of	   local	   entrepreneurs’	   economic	   life	   is	   too	   scattered,	   too	   unconnected,	   to	  
create	  a	  sense	  of	  comradeship	  similar	  to	  the	  one	  existing	  on	  the	  shop	  floor.	  	  
As	  I	  said,	  the	  local	  entrepreneurs	  face	  a	  dilemma.	  They	  are	  unable	  to	  claim	  the	  prestige	  
of	   the	   professional	  middle-­‐class	   and	   yet	   cannot	   rely	   on	   the	   identity-­‐strategies	   of	   the	  
working	  class.	  How,	  then,	  do	  local	  entrepreneurs	  build	  up	  feelings	  of	  pride	  and	  efficacy?	  
What	  are	  the	  categories	  and	  practices	  they	  can	  use	  to	  shed	  a	  positive	  light	  on	  their	  own	  
daily	  economic	  life?	  
AN	  EPIC	  ECONOMIC	  CULTURE	  AND	  A	  DINER	  AS	  A	  “MAGNIFYING	  GLASS”	  
The	  local	  entrepreneurs	  respond	  to	  this	  dilemma	  by	  building	  a	  perspective	  in	  which	  their	  
self-­‐esteem	   evolves	   around	   their	   capacity	   to	   response	   with	   some	   form	   of	   individual	  
“heroism”	   to	   various	   adversarial	   situations.	   They	   try	   to	   see	   themselves	   as	   triumphing	  
over	  great	  difficulties,	  traps	  and	  enemies,	  and	  incivility	  is	  the	  ritualistic	  practice	  through	  
which	  such	  perspective	  is	  realized	  (Geertz	  [1983]2000:26-­‐30).	  	  
Incivility	   gives	   to	   local	   entrepreneurs	   the	   experience	   of	   a	   dualistic	  world.	   On	   the	   one	  
hand,	   incivility	   and	   the	   associated	   aggressiveness	   give	   emotional	   salience	   to	   a	   world	  
made	   of	   “tricksters”,	   “hustlers”,	   corrupt	   officials,	   thieves,	   “false	   enemies”	   and	   “fake	  
allies”,	  most	   of	   whom	   cannot	   be	   trusted,	   are	   to	   be	   deceived	   and	   do	   not,	   ultimately,	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deserve	   to	  be	   treated	  with	  proper	  marks	  of	   respect.	  On	   the	  other	  hand,	   incivility	   is	   a	  
self-­‐portrait.	  Being	  uncivil	  is	  an	  incarnation	  of	  a	  heroic	  self,	  a	  lucid	  self	  in	  full	  possession	  
of	   its	   powers,	   engaged	   in	   a	   struggle	   with	   a	   harsh	   and	   thankless	   world.	   Incivility	   is	   a	  
performance	   for	   a	   like-­‐minded	   audience	   that	   instantiates	   an	   epic	   perspective	   on	   a	  
mundane	   economic	   activity,	   populating	   the	   world	   with	   “heroes”,	   “allies”	   and	   “foes”,	  
and	  not	  with	  “landlords”,	   “tenants”,	   “business	  owner”,	   “waitresses”,	   “handymen”	  and	  
“lawyers”.	  
This	  economic	  culture	  cannot	  be	  readily	  observed	  in	  Larry’s	  economic	  life	  per	  se.	  Indeed,	  
local	   entrepreneurs,	   like	   Larry,	   have	   a	   quick-­‐paced	   economic	   life	   in	   which	   one	   can	  
suspect,	  but	  not	  confirm,	  the	  presence	  of	  a	  culture	  being	  at	  play.	  There	  are	  indications	  
of	   this	   culture	   in	   the	   stylization	  of	   certain	   actions	  of	   Larry.	  A	  door	   that	   is	   banged	   too	  
loud,	   footsteps	   that	   are	   too	   energetic,	   other	   exaggerated	   bodily	   moves,	   outrageous	  
accusations	  of	  immorality,	  sudden	  moments	  of	  fatigue	  where	  Larry	  seems	  tired	  to	  play	  a	  
role,	  or	  unexpected	  situations	  that	  trigger	  a	   laugh.	  The	  ordinary	  economic	   life	  of	  Larry	  
gives	  such	  clues	  but	  no	  tangible	  proofs	  of	  a	  culture.	  Larry’s	  economic	  life	  is	  too	  hectic	  for	  
one	   to	   be	   able	   to	   observe	   a	   culture	   collectively	   upheld,	   expressed	   and	   shared	   in	   one	  
setting	  by	  individuals	  occupying	  a	  similar	  position	  as	  Larry’s.	  
Jimmy’s	   Diner	   is,	   by	   contrast,	   a	   strategic	   site	   for	   observing	   the	   local	   entrepreneurs’	  
economic	  culture.	  Larry	  spends	  most	  of	  his	  downtime	  during	  his	  workday	  at	  Jimmy’s.	  He	  
patronizes	  the	  diner	  everyday,	  often	  several	  times	  a	  day,	  except	  on	  Sundays.	  There,	  he	  
meets	   other	   local	   entrepreneurs,	   who	   are	   also	   regulars.	   They	   enjoy	   a	   break	   in	   their	  
economic	  life.	  They	  talk	  with	  each	  other,	  with	  the	  waitresses,	  and	  with	  Joe,	  the	  owner.	  
	   537	  
As	   in	  any	  diner,	  cafe	  or	  bar,	  most	  of	   this	  collective	   life	   is	  made	  of	   jokes	  about	  current	  
events	   and	   stories	   about	   one’s	   private	   life	   (e.g.	   Anderson	   [1978]2003,	   Duneier	   1992,	  
Grazian	   2003).	   This	  material	   has	   only	   a	   thin	   connection	  with	   the	   economic	   life	   of	   the	  
regulars.	  However,	   there	  are	  also	  moments	  when	  the	  collective	   life	   inside	   the	  diner	   is	  
penetrated	   by	   the	   economic	   life	   that	   exists	   outside.	   In	   these	   moments,	   a	   peculiar	  
alchemy	  happens.	  The	  local	  entrepreneurs	  collectively	  elaborate	  rich	  meanings	  as	  they	  
ponder	   the	   similarities	   of	   their	   economic	   lives.	   They	   describe	   and	   comment	   on	   each	  
other’s	   actions	   and	   strategies;	   they	   observe	   each	   other’s	   economic	   lives;	   they	   co-­‐
develop	  superficial	  system	  of	  exchanges	  and	  reciprocal	  services.	  At	  Jimmy’s,	  between	  a	  
coffee	  and	  scrambled	  egg-­‐and-­‐cheese	  with	  grits,	  one	  is	  given	  the	  opportunity	  to	  observe	  
the	  economic	  culture	  of	  local	  entrepreneurs,	  a	  culture	  in	  which	  incivility	  takes	  place	  and	  
finds	  its	  symbolic	  functions.	  	  
To	   pinpoint	   precisely	   the	   role	   of	   the	   diner	   for	   the	   local	   entrepreneurs’	   cultural	  
production,	   I	   suggest	   that	   the	   diner	   functions	   as	   a	   “magnifying	   glass”.	   Through	   their	  
participation	   to	   the	   diner’s	   collective	   life,	   local	   entrepreneurs	   feel	   that	   they	   gain	   a	  
crisper	  grasp	  of	  the	  neighborhood	  environment	  and	  economic	  world	  they	  live	  in.	  What	  
they	   find	  as	   they	   look	   through	   the	  magnifying	  glass	   that	   is	   the	  diner	   is	   how	  hard	  and	  
difficult	   the	  world	   in	  which	   they	  make	   it	   is	   -­‐-­‐	   and	   how	  proud	   they	   should	   be	   of	   their	  
achievements.	  	  
*	  
The	  present	  chapter	   is	  divided	   in	   five	  parts.	  First,	   I	   show	  that	   Jimmy’s	  Diner	   is	  a	  place	  
where	  local	  entrepreneurs	  like	  Larry	  (although	  they	  do	  not	  all	  work	  in	  housing	  market)	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regularly	  meet	  (part	  1).	  In	  part	  two	  to	  four,	  I	  describe	  three	  mechanisms	  that	  qualify	  the	  
diner	   as	   a	   “magnifying	   glass”.	   The	   first	   mechanism	   is	   simply	   “shared	   experience”.	  
Regulars	  talk	  about	  each	  other’s	  economic	  life	  and	  measure	  each	  other	  up.	  I	  study	  here	  
in	  particular	  a	  disagreement	  between	  Larry	  and	  Rob,	  a	  local	  business	  owner,	  on	  how	  to	  
best	  collect	  money	  that	  has	  been	  informally	  lent	  (part	  2).	  The	  second	  mechanism	  is	  the	  
peculiar	   blend	   of	   openness,	  mutual	   appreciation	   and	   deep	   distrust	   that	   characterizes	  
many	   relationships	   at	   the	   diner,	   especially	   between	   waitresses	   and	   regulars.	   In	   this	  
“shallow	  entanglement”	  many	  of	  the	  waitresses	  become	  local	  symbols	  of	  opportunism	  
without	  becoming	  despised	  outcasts.	  Opportunism	   is	   then	  normalized	  as	  a	   fact	  of	   life	  
(part	  3).	  The	  third	  mechanism	  I	  study	  is	  “dramatization”.	  The	  collective	  life	  at	  the	  diner	  is	  
made	  of	  small	  exchanges	  and	  reciprocal	  services,	  with	  little	  economical	  stake.	  It	  imitates	  
in	   a	   simpler	   and	   inconsequential	   form	   the	   economic	   life	   of	   the	   local	   entrepreneurs	  
outside	   the	   diner.	   In	   this	   theatrical	   reduction,	   the	   regulars	   gauge	   each	   other	   and	   live	  
through	  the	  ups	  and	  downs	  of	  their	  economic	  life,	  but	  with	  a	  higher	  degree	  of	  distance	  
and	  control	  (part	  4).	  In	  the	  fifth	  and	  last	  part	  of	  this	  chapter,	  I	  explore	  the	  limits	  of	  this	  
local	   economic	   culture	   that	   produces	   professional	   self-­‐esteem	   by	   projecting	   a	   harsh	  
world.	   The	   local	   entrepreneurs	   I	   have	   observed	   at	   the	   diners	   do	   not	   come	   up	   with	  
indigenous	   categories	   to	   describe	   their	   activity	   in	   a	   positive	   way.	   There	   is	   no	   local	  
subculture	   of	   the	   “underworld”	   as	   described	   in	   the	   early	   Chicago	   School	   (Sutherland	  
[1937]1989).	  This	   is	  why,	   in	  order	   to	   indicate	   their	  position,	   these	   local	  entrepreneurs	  
make	   the	   contradictory	   move	   of	   gesturing	   toward	   a	   category	   –	   “wise	   guy”	   and	   the	  
organized	  crime	  –	  and	  deny	  it	  immediately	  afterwards.	  The	  organized	  crime	  is	  the	  only	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positive	   referent	   available	   that	   approximates,	   but	  much	   too	   crudely,	   what	   they	   think	  




JIMMY’S	  DINER	  	  
A	  MOM-­‐AND-­‐POP	  DINER	  
Jimmy’s	  is	  a	  “mom-­‐and-­‐pop”	  diner	  located	  in	  Central	  Brooklyn.	  At	  the	  diner,	  breakfast	  is	  
traditional.	  It	   is	  made	  of	  eggs,	  cheese,	  French	  fries,	  grits	  and	  bacon,	  accompanied	  with	  
coffee	  and	  toasts	  or	  a	  bagel.	  For	  any	  combination	  of	  the	  above,	  one	  will	  have	  to	  spend	  
between	  $7	  and	  $8.	  	  
Jimmy’s	   environment	   is	   both	   residential	   and	   industrial.	   In	   the	   2010	   census,	   Jimmy’s	  
census	  tract	  is	  94%	  minority	  and	  91%	  renters.	  The	  poverty	  rate	  of	  the	  larger	  area	  –	  the	  
150,000	  people	  surrounding	  the	  diner	  –	  is	  38%	  in	  the	  2007-­‐2009	  American	  Community	  
Survey.	  The	   immediate	  neighborhood	  of	   the	  diner	   is	  populated	  mostly	  by	   low-­‐income	  
minority	  families	  from	  the	  West	  Indies	  (Jimmy’s	  is	  in	  fact	  advertised	  on	  the	  outside	  as	  a	  
Jamaican	  food	  restaurant,	  though	  I	  have	  never	  seen	  anyone	  order	  Jamaican	  specialties).	  	  
Two	  blocks	  from	  the	  diner,	  there	  is	  a	  Jewish	  orthodox	  neighborhood,	  but	  no	  one	  from	  
Jimmy’s	  clientele	  comes	  from	  this	  area.	  The	  larger	  area	  also	  includes	  several	  pockets	  of	  
gentrification	  near	   the	   subway	   stations	   located	   closer	   to	  Manhattan.	   Early	   gentrifiers,	  
“urban	  pioneers”	  (Smith	  1996),	  rarely	  come	  to	  Jimmy’s.	  More	  suitable	  options	  to	  their	  
tastes	   are	   available	   two	   subway	   stations	   away.	  Only	   once	   have	   I	   seen	   a	   young	  white	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customer	   working	   at	   Jimmy’s	   on	   a	   laptop.	   Reviews	   on	   Yelp.com	   are	   few	   and	   quite	  
unanimously	   negative.	   Reviewers,	   while	   praising	   the	   authentic	   “mom-­‐and-­‐pop”	  
atmosphere,	  complain	  about	   the	  unequal	  service	   (moody	  waitresses)	  and	  the	  absence	  
of	  any	  fresh-­‐food	  option.	  I	  interpret	  these	  reviews	  as	  giving	  an	  indication	  of	  the	  opinion	  
of	   a	   segment	   of	   the	   local	   young	   population	  made	   up	   both	   of	   the	   gentrifiers	   and	   the	  
offspring	  of	  old	  local	  families	  with	  a	  middle-­‐class	  background	  and	  matching	  aspirations.	  	  
One	  block	  Northeast	  from	  the	  diner,	  a	  massive	  housing	  project	  is	  surrounded	  by	  several	  
fast-­‐food	  restaurants.	  The	  diner	   is	   separated	   from	  the	  projects	  by	  a	   long	  walk	  along	  a	  
dull	  street	  with	  light	  industries,	  gas	  stations	  and	  warehouses.	  It	  is	  mostly	  a	  street	  made	  
for	  heavy	  car	  traffic.	  
One	   block	   West	   from	   the	   diner,	   there	   is	   a	   busy	   commercial	   strip	   where	   Jamaican	  
eateries	   and	  bakeries	   are	   located,	   along	  with	   the	   expected	  beauty	   salons,	   convenient	  
stores,	   delis,	   newsstands,	   pawnshops	   (including	   three	   across	   the	   street	   from	   Jimmy’s	  
diner),	   but	   also	   two	   branches	   of	   major	   national	   banks.	   The	   diner	   is	   away	   from	   this	  
bustling	   commercial	   strip	   and	   located	   at	   the	   crossroads	   of	   two	   major	   thoroughfares	  
with	  car	  traffic	  and	  little	  foot	  traffic.	  	  
Across	   the	   street	   from	   the	   diner,	   there	   is	   a	   gas	   station,	   a	   24-­‐hour	   Laundromat,	   a	  
pawnshop,	  a	  liquor	  store	  and	  two	  medical	  offices,	  	  each	  with	  its	  own	  parking	  space	  for	  
customers.	  The	  diner	  also	  has	  its	  own	  small	  adjacent	  parking	  lot.	  
As	  I	  have	  already	  said,	  Jimmy’s	  Diner	  is	  located	  in	  a	  low-­‐income	  minority	  area.	  However,	  
this	   area	   displays	   racial,	   ethnic	   and	   class	   diversity.	   In	   addition,	   car	   is	   a	   common	   and	  
practical	  mode	  of	  transportation	  in	  the	  area.	  As	  a	  result,	  it	  is	  not	  sufficient	  to	  invoke	  in	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broad	  strokes	  the	  diner’s	  local	  environment	  to	  have	  an	  idea	  of	  who	  comes	  to	  the	  diner	  
and	  who	  participates	  to	  its	  collective	  life.	  It	  is	  imperative	  to	  have	  a	  more	  precise	  grasp	  of	  
the	  social	  position	  of	  the	  people	  who	  are	  selected	  and	  select	  themselves	  to	  be	  part	  of	  
the	  diner’s	  collective	  life.	  With	  such	  knowledge,	  one	  can	  start	  understanding	  why	  people	  
participate	  regularly	  to	  the	  life	  of	  the	  diner	  –	  and	  get	  a	  glimpse	  at	  the	  experience	  they	  
get	  there	  and	  that	  they	  could	  not	  find	  anywhere	  else.	  	  
JIMMY’S	  DINER	  AND	  THE	  LOCAL	  ENTREPRENEURS	  
Larry	  patronizes	  the	  diner	  because	  it	  is	  cheap	  and	  convenient.	  As	  a	  general	  rule,	  Larry	  is	  
always	  very	  careful	  not	  to	  give	  any	  indication,	  though	  his	  spending	  habits,	  	  of	  how	  much	  
money	  he	  has.	  He	  likes	  to	  create	  speculation	  among	  the	  people	  he	  works	  with	  about	  his	  
wealth.	  His	  clothes	  are	  raggedy.	  He	  never	  wears	  a	  suit.	  He	  rides	  the	  subway.	  He	  rents	  a	  
tiny	  one-­‐bedroom	  apartment	  from	  Miss	  Jean.	  He	  also	  drives	  an	  old	  Subaru	  that	  belongs	  
to	  Miss	  Jean	  and	  that	  he	  never	  cleans.	  	  
Above	   all,	   Larry	   patronizes	   Jimmy’s	   Diner	   because	   of	   the	   collective	   life	   that	   happens	  
inside.	  At	  Jimmy’s,	  Larry	  meets	  other	  regular	  clients,	  chats	  with	  the	  waitresses	  and	  the	  
owner.	  The	  experience	  he	  gets	  with	  these	  people	  is	  what	  brings	  him	  back.	  When	  Larry,	  
at	  one	  point	  during	  my	  fieldwork,	  has	  to	  move	  out	  from	  his	  office,	  he	  keeps	  coming	  back	  
to	  the	  diner,	  even	  if	  it	  has	  become	  much	  less	  convenient	  for	  him.	  	  	  
The	  collective	  life	  I	  have	  observed	  at	  the	  diner	  includes	  regular	  customers,	  such	  as	  Larry,	  
Rob,	  Manning	  or	  “Sir	  Kevin”,	   Jimmy’s	  owner,	  Joe,	  his	  brother	  Pete	  and	  the	  waitresses,	  
Sylvia,	  Viola	  and	  Sharlene.	  To	  various	  degrees,	  they	  are	  all	  local	  entrepreneurs.	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Larry	   is	   an	   independent	   worker	   and	   has	   multiple	   roles	   in	   the	   real	   estate	   market	   of	  
central	  Brooklyn.	  Rob,	  who	  is	  also	  white	  and	  Jewish,	  owns	  a	  local	  industrial	  business	  he	  
inherited	   from	   his	   father	   and	   has	   several	   employees.	   The	   business	   is	   located	   near	  
Jimmy’s.	   Manning	   is	   an	   older	   black	   man	   and	   can	   easily	   be	   mistaken	   for	   a	   hobo.	   His	  
clothes,	  his	   tired	  face,	  his	  bushy	  beard	  and	  his	  general	  unkempt	  overall	  demeanor	  are	  
misleading.	   Indeed,	  Manning	   is	   a	   successful	   “junkman”	   who	   reportedly	   owns	   several	  
auto-­‐body	   shops,	   a	   house	   in	   the	   South.	   According	   to	   Larry,	   this	   is	   someone	   who	  
”shouldn’t	  be	  fucked	  with”.	  He	  commands	  respect.	  Sir	  Kevin	  is	  a	  black,	  retired	  engineer	  
from	  Jamaica	  who	  owns	  several	  buildings	  in	  central	  Brooklyn.	  He	  is	  one	  of	  Larry’s	  closest	  
allies.	  It	  is	  a	  tradition	  for	  Larry	  to	  bring	  	  Sir	  Kevin	  to	  his	  office	  on	  Saturday	  morning.	  Rick	  
is	  a	  black	  landlord	  and	  a	  business	  owner.	  He	  manages	  a	  small	  repair	  company	  with	  two	  
young	  employees.	  He	  also	  works	  for	  some	  landlords	  that	  Larry	  knows.	  Jake	  is	  white	  and	  
he	  used	  to	  own	  the	  building	  on	  the	  opposite	  corner	  from	  Jimmy’s.	  Since	  he	  sold	  it	  two	  
years	  before	  my	  fieldwork,	  at	  the	  height	  of	  the	  market,	  he	  does	  not	  come	  to	  the	  diner	  
very	  often	  anymore,	  except	  sometimes	  on	  Saturday.	  He	  now	  is	  a	  developer,	  and	  spends	  
most	  of	  his	  time	  in	  Brownsville.	  Jackie	  Giunta	  is	  white.	  He	  is	  a	  retired	  cop	  and	  is	  now	  a	  
private	   detective.	   He	   lives	   outside	   of	   New	   York	   City,	   and	   comes	   in	   once	   every	   few	  
months.	   Isaac-­‐the-­‐heir	   is	   white	   he	   is	   a	  multi-­‐property	   owner.	   He	   comes	   to	   the	   diner	  
every	  so	  often.	  
Not	  only	  many	   regulars	   are	   local	   entrepreneurs.	   Joe	   is	   a	  Greek	   immigrant.	  He	  bought	  
Jimmy’s	   Diner	   in	   the	   early	   1980’s	   and	   can	   be	   seen	   everyday	   either	   in	   the	   kitchen	   or	  
behind	   the	  counter,	  and,	  as	   I	  will	   show,	  he	  owns	  other	  properties;	  his	  brother	  Pete	   is	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shy,	  he	  is	  treated	  by	  others	  as	  if	  he	  was	  intellectually	  limited.	  He	  works	  in	  the	  kitchen.	  
Sylvia	  and	  Viola	  are	  both	  black	  and	  are	  waitresses	  at	  Jimmy’s.	  They	  are	  single	  mothers.	  
Viola	  is	  attending	  night	  school	  at	  Medgar	  Evers	  College,	  one	  of	  the	  professional	  colleges	  
of	  the	  City	  University	  of	  New	  York.	  	  Sharlene	  used	  to	  work	  as	  a	  waitress	  at	  Jimmy’s,	  but	  
she	  does	  not	  work	  there	  anymore.	  	  
Despite	   the	  division	  between	  clients,	   staff	  and	  management,	   these	   individuals	   share	  a	  
similar	  position	   in	   their	  neighborhood’s	  economic	   life.	  They	  are	  “local	  entrepreneurs”,	  
as	  will	  become	  increasingly	  clear	  as	  this	  chapter	  unfolds.	  At	  Jimmy’s,	  Larry	  finds	  peers.	  
Larry,	  Rob	  and	  the	  others	  do	  not	  come	  at	  the	  diner	  “empty-­‐handed”.	  They	  come	  to	  the	  
diner	  with	  a	  particular	  social	  and	  economic	  position	  that	  is	  best	  captured	  by	  the	  idea	  of	  
local	  entrepreneur.	   In	  return,	   these	  regulars	  become	  the	  target	  of	   the	  entrepreneurial	  
attitude	   of	   the	   waitresses	   and	   the	   owner.	   Together,	   they	   sustain	   public	   talks,	   they	  
exchange	  services	  and	  they	  develop	  economic	  relationships	  that	  exist	  on	  top	  of	  the	  sale	  
and	   consumption	   of	   food	   and	   coffee.	   It	   is	   impossible	   to	   separate	   the	   nature	   of	   this	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It	  is	  Saturday	  of	  Labor	  Day	  weekend.	  I	  arrive	  at	  8:00	  am	  at	  Jimmy’s	  Diner.	  Larry	  is	  sitting	  
at	   the	   counter.	   Several	   people	   I	   know	   are	   here:	   Joe,	   the	   owner	   of	   Jimmy’s,	   Ervin	   a	  
regular	   patron	   who	   often	   plays	   the	   lottery,	   Rob	   and	   the	   waitresses	   Viola	   and	   Sylvia.	  
Larry	  sips	  coffee	  in	  silence.	  He	  sees	  me	  and,	  with	  a	  large	  smile	  and	  happy	  tone	  of	  voice,	  
speaks	  to	  me	  in	  French77:	  
“Hey,	  How	  you’re	  doing?”	  
Rob	  sees	  me	  as	  well.	  Smiling	  at	  me,	  Robs	  says	  with	  a	  heavy	  American	  accent	  	  
“Bonjour	  la	  France!”	  
Probably	   in	  his	   early	   60s,	  Rob	   is	   dressed	   in	  his	   usual	  working-­‐class	   attire,	   a	   faded	   red	  
baseball	  cap	  on,	  a	  scruffy	  pair	  of	  jeans,	  a	  pack	  of	  red	  Marlboro	  on	  the	  counter.	  His	  face	  
is	  reddish,	  he	  is	  eating	  eggs	  with	  a	  cup	  of	  coffee,	  and	  he	  looks	  tired.	  
Without	  giving	  me	  time	  to	  answer	  the	  greetings,	  Larry	  tells	  me	  big	  news.	  He	  says	   loud	  
and	  clear,	  with	  a	  tone	  of	  amused	  surprise:	  
“Andres	  called	  me	  yesterday!”	  	  
Andres’	  phone	  call	  is	  indeed	  surprising	  news.	  Larry	  and	  him	  have	  not	  been	  on	  speaking	  
terms	  for	  six	  months.	  Before	  that,	  both	  men	  were	  in	  daily	  contact,	  so	  much	  so,	  in	  fact,	  
that	  Larry	  often	  complained	  to	  me	  that	  Andres	  called	  him	  too	  often	  for	  nothing.	  	  
Excited	  by	  his	  story	  and	  unable	  not	  to	  start	  laughing,	  Larry	  says	  with	  a	  rushed	  and	  loud	  
delivery:	  
“I	  told	  him	  “WHERE	  IS	  MY	  MONEY?	  WHERE’S	  CLEMENT’S	  MONEY?”	  AHAHA”	  	  
Larry	  ‘s	  laugh	  is	  loud.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77	  To	  facilitate	  reading	  I	  translate	  in	  English,	  omitting	  the	  original	  in	  French.	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Larry’s	  remarks	  about	  Andres’	  phone	  call	  are	  about	  to	  trigger,	  to	  my	  surprise,	  a	  status	  
competition	  between	  Larry	  and	  Rob.	  Rob	  has	  quickly	  sensed	  that	  Larry	  is	  bragging.	  Larry	  
wants	   to	   replay	   for	  me	  his	  phone	  call	  with	  Andres	  because	   there	   is	   a	  powerful	   status	  
claim	   underlying	   his	   story	   –	   and	   that	   is	   why	   it	   is	   said	   with	   such	   amount	   of	   positive	  
emotions	   (rushed	   delivery,	   loud	   laughers,	   smiles).	   Larry	   understands	   the	   story	   he	   is	  
about	  to	  tell	  as	  a	  testimony	  to	  his	  superior	  ability	  to	  “play	  the	  game”.	  Rob,	  however,	  will	  
not	   be	   impressed,	   and	   he	  will	   put	   forth	   a	   different	   foundation	   for	   status	   in	   the	   local	  
economy.	  The	  discussion	  between	  Larry	  and	  Rob	  is	  about	  how	  to	  best	  “play	  the	  game”	  –	  
more	  precisely	  how	  to	  get	  money	  that	  has	  been	  loaned	  informally	  and	  that	  hasn’t	  been	  
paid	  back.	  
HOW	  ANDRES	  CAME	  TO	  OWE	  A	  $1,000	  TO	  LARRY	  
Why	  does	  Larry	  see	  Andres’	  phone	  call	  as	  a	  mark	  of	  triumph?	  	  
Larry	  and	  Andres	  have	  been	  working	  together	  on	  several	  housing	  deals	  in	  the	  past	  two	  
years.	  Larry	  was	  finding	  small	  repair	  and	  construction	  jobs	  for	  Andres	  through	  his	  close	  
network	   of	   landlords.	   Andres	   agreed	   to	   charge	   little	  money	   in	   exchange	   for	   a	   steady	  
stream	  of	  jobs.	  For	  Andres,	  these	  jobs	  still	  paid	  enough	  to	  allow	  him	  to	  hire	  Nicholas,	  his	  
protégé,	  Mister	  B.,	  a	  member	  of	  his	  Hispanic	  clique	  from	  Washington	  Heights,	  George,	  
and	  sometimes	  even	  to	  hire	  other	  day	  laborers.	  Through	  Larry,	  Andres	  therefore	  found	  
himself	  regularly	  in	  a	  dominant	  position	  with	  Nicholas,	  Mister	  B	  and	  George.	  Landlords,	  
on	  the	  other	  side,	  were	  happy	  to	  have	  shabby	  repairs	  done	  for	  cheap,	  at	  any	  time	  of	  the	  
day	   or	   night.	   Finally,	   Larry	   strengthened	   his	   position	   and	   image	   towards	   landlords	   as	  
someone	   who	   can	   easily	   solve	   landlords’	   problems,	   creating	   a	   strong	   bond	   of	   trust	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between	  him	  and	  people	  who	  in	  the	  future	  may	  want	  to	  sell	  their	  property.	  On	  top	  of	  
these	   relationships,	   Andres	   and	   Larry	  were	   close	   partners	   on	   the	   “Harlem	  deal”	   for	   a	  
year	  and	  a	  half.	  	  
But,	   on	   this	   Saturday	   morning	   during	   Labor	   Day	   weekend,	   Andres	   owes	   Larry	   and	   I	  
money,	  and	  both	  men	  have	  stopped	  talking	  to	  each	  other.	  I	  am	  still	  in	  close	  contact	  with	  
Andres,	   even	   if,	  my	   fieldwork	   ending,	   our	  meetings	   and	  phone	   conversations	   are	   less	  
frequent	  than	  they	  were	  in	  the	  previous	  two	  years.	  
Andres	  owes	  $1,000	  to	  Larry	  and	  $1,500	  to	  me.	  During	  the	  summer	  of	  the	  previous	  year,	  
Andres	  needed	  money	  to	  do	  a	  construction	  job	  on	  a	  building	  owned	  by	  Giovanna,	  one	  of	  
Larry’s	   inner-­‐circle	   landlords.	  Giovanna	   is	  also	  one	  of	  Larry’s	  protégés	  –	  meaning	  Larry	  
believes	   that	   he	   is	   teaching	   her	   the	   real	   estate	   business.	   At	   the	   age	   of	   26,	   Giovanna	  
inherited	   five	   buildings	   in	   Bushwick,	   Brooklyn,	   from	   her	   recently	   deceased	   father.	  
Bushwick	   is	   a	   gentrifying	  neighborhood	  and	   the	  value	  of	   these	  buildings	   is	  high.	   Larry	  
was	   recommended	   to	   Giovanna	   by	   Marie,	   the	   lawyer,	   whose	   services	   Larry	   and	  
Giovanna’s	  father	  shared.	  	  
For	  Giovanna’s	   job,	  Andres	  was	  paid	  $5,000	   for	   a	  week	  of	  work.	  As	  usual	  when	   Larry	  
uses	  Andres,	  the	  price	   is	  much	  lower	  than	  the	  market	  price.	  The	   job	  was	  to	  repair	  the	  
roof	  of	  a	  leaking	  deck	  and	  to	  clean	  up	  and	  cut	  the	  trees	  of	  the	  backyard.	  Andres	  did	  not	  
have	  the	  money	  upfront	  to	  buy	  the	  material	  needed	  and	  to	  pay	  the	  workers	  each	  day.	  
He	  needed	  $2,000.	  He	  asked	  me	  for	  the	  money	  so	  that	  he	  could	  avoid	  going	  to	  his	  loan	  
shark	  in	  Washington	  Heights.	  However,	  the	  job	  was	  more	  complex	  than	  expected.	  Heavy	  
carpentry	  work	  was	  needed,	  much	  more	  material	  and	  laborers	  were	  necessary,	  and	  with	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the	  $500	  fee	  to	  Larry	  who	  sourced	  the	  job	  for	  him,	  by	  the	  end	  of	  the	  week,	  Andres	  could	  
not	  pay	  me	  back	  the	  $2,000	  he	  borrowed.	  	  
The	   situation	  did	   not	   change	   for	   six	  months,	   until	   Larry	   decided,	   during	   the	   following	  
winter,	  to	  intervene.	  	  
Larry	   made	   a	   proposition.	   He	   would	   give	   Andres	   money	   that	   Andres,	   in	   turn,	   would	  
hand	  to	  me.	  And,	  a	  month	  later	  Andres	  would	  give	  Larry	  his	  money	  back.	  The	  underlying	  
premise	  for	  Larry	  was	  that	  Andres	  was	  taking	  advantage	  of	  me,	  and	  Andres	  would	  not	  
dare	  to	  take	  advantage	  of	  Larry.	  	  
It	   was	   also	   the	   time	   when	   Larry’s	   relationship	   with	   Andres	   was	   deteriorating.	   The	  
Harlem	   Deal	   was	   taking	   longer	   than	   expected	   to	   bear	   his	   fruits,	   and	   Andres	   was	  
becoming	   suspicious.	   “Is	   Larry	   working	   for	   the	   other	   side?”	   was	   Andres’	   nagging	  
question.	   After	   all,	   Larry	   was	   usually	   working	   for	   landlords,	   not	   tenants	   like	   Andres.	  
Why,	  then,	  would	  he	  work	  for	  Andres’	  interests	  now?	  	  Larry	  resented	  Andres’	  suspicion.	  
Larry	   started	   feeling	   he	  was	   providing	   free	   legal	   resources,	   free	   advice	   and	   coaching,	  
and	   access	   to	   steady	   work	   to	   an	   ungrateful	   Andres.	   The	   trust	   and	   partnership	   was	  
weakening.	  	  
But	  Andres	  was	  happy	  with	  Larry’s	  proposition.	  The	  loan	  was	  a	  good	  idea.	  Andres	  called	  
me	  and	  asked	  me	  how	  much	  money	  out	  of	   the	  $2,000	   I	  wanted.	   I	   said	   I	  had	  bills	  and	  
taxes	  and	   I	  needed	  $1,600.	  Andres	   said	   fine	  he	  would	  ask	   Larry	   for	  $3,000.	  He	  would	  
give	  me	   $1,600	   and	   he	  would	   keep	   the	   balance	   for	   himself	   so	   that	   he	   could	   pay	   his	  
urgent	  bills	  –	  mostly	  phone	  bills,	  for	  him	  and	  Nicholas	  –	  as	  a	  protégé,	  Nicholas	  does	  not	  
pay	  for	  his	  phone.	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A	  few	  days	  later,	  Larry	  called	  me.	  Andres	  was	  asking	  him	  for	  a	  $3,000	  loan,	  he	  told	  me.	  
But,	  Larry	  would	  give	  Andres	  only	  $2,000.	  “You	  always	  give	  half	  of	  what	  people	  ask”,	  he	  
explained.	  I	  did	  not	  say	  anything	  about	  Andres’	  intent,	  but	  Larry	  had	  guessed,	  rightfully,	  
that	  Andres	  had	  created	  some	  slack	  for	  himself	  in	  his	  loan	  request	  to	  Larry.	  	  
In	  the	  following	  days,	  Larry	  changed	  his	  mind.	  He	  would	  not	  give	  $2,000	  to	  Andres,	  but	  
$1,000	   only.	  When	   Andres	   learned	   it,	   he	  was	   angry.	   On	   the	   phone	  with	  me	   he	   said,	  
“Larry	  is	  a	  lunatic,	  he’s	  always	  changing	  his	  mind”.	  	  It	  was	  one	  more	  nail	  in	  the	  coffin	  of	  
their	  relationship.	  But	  Andres	  was	  also	  disappointed	  in	  me.	  Why	  did	  I	  not	  try	  to	  convince	  	  
Larry	  I	  needed	  $3,000?	  Andres	  asked	  me.	  As	  often	  when	  there	  were	  tensions	  between	  
Larry	  and	  Andres,	   I	  had	   to	  walk	  a	   fine	   line.	   Larry	  would	  not	   listen	   to	  me,	   I	   argued,	  he	  
made	   the	   decision	   on	   his	   own.	   And,	   I	   added,	   Larry	   knew	   exactly	   how	  much	  money	   I	  
needed	   to	   pay	  my	   bills	   and	   taxes	   and	   how	  much	  money	  Andres	   owed	  me.	   I	  was	   not	  
playing	  games	  with	  anyone,	  I	  said	  to	  Andres.	  	  
Disappointed	   with	   my	   poor	   hustling	   skills,	   Andres	   accepted	   Larry’s	   proposition.	   He	  
borrowed	  $1,000	  from	  Larry,	  to	  be	  paid	  back	  a	  month	  later.	  Andres	  gave	  me	  $500	  and	  
kept	  $500	  to	  pay	  his	  and	  Joel’	  phone	  bills.	  
A	  month	  later	  Andres	  did	  not	  pay	  back	  Larry.	  	  
His	  relationship	  with	  Larry	  quickly	  went	  sour,	  and	  the	  two	  men	  stopped	  talking	  to	  each	  
other,	  except	  for	  trading	  insults	  over	  the	  phone.	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AN	  UNPROTECTED	  LOAN	  AS	  A	  LITMUS	  TEST	  FOR	  A	  RELATIONSHIP	  
When	  Larry	  decided	  he	  would	  give	  a	  $1,000	  loan	  to	  Andres	  instead	  of	  a	  $2,000	  one,	  he	  
purposefully	  constructed	   the	  situation	  as	  a	   litmus	   test	  of	  his	   relationship	  with	  Andres.	  
Whereas	  Larry	  initial	  goal	  was	  to	  repair	  what	  he	  saw	  as	  an	  injustice	  –	  Andres	  had	  taken	  
advantage	  of	  me	  –	  he	  quickly	  shifted	  to	  a	  new	  goal	  that	  was	  much	  more	  self-­‐interested.	  
By	  lending	  $1,000	  	  to	  Andres,	  Larry	  wanted	  to	  find	  the	  answer	  to	  a	  very	  simple	  question:	  
could	  he	  still	  trust	  Andres?	  	  
In	  making	  his	  $1,000	  loan,	  Larry	  deviated	  from	  his	  usual	  modus	  operandi.	  The	  loan	  was	  
free	  of	   any	  documentation.	   Larry	   gave	   the	  money	  without	   asking	   for	   a	   collateral	   or	   a	  
promissory	  note	  and	  no	  interest	  was	  levied.	  This	  deviation	  was	  made	  on	  purpose.	  It	  was	  
an	  invitation	  for	  Andres’	  opportunism.	  	  
When	  Larry	  made	  this	  peculiar	  loan	  offer,	  both	  him	  and	  Andres	  were	  in	  need	  to	  define	  
the	  nature	  of	  their	  relationship.	  The	  Harlem	  Deal	  was	  not	  cementing	  their	  relationship	  
anymore,	  but	  the	  breakup	  was	  not	  there	  yet	  either.	  Clarification	  was	  needed.	  
Larry	   saw	   it	   this	   way:	   he	   had	   already	   made	   money	   with	   Andres,	   in	   “kind”	   by	   the	  
underpriced	  maintenance	  work	  that	  Andres	  provided,	  and	  in	  “cash”	  by	  the	  fee	  that	  Larry	  
was	  extracting	  each	  time	  that	  Andres	  was	  working	  for	  a	  landlord	  tied	  to	  Andres.	  Larry,	  
therefore,	  could	  use	  $1,000	  of	  the	  money	  he	  had	  “made”	  with	  Andres	  to	  test	  Andres’s	  
commitment	   of	   towards	   him.	   If	   Andres	   paid	   Larry	   back,	   it	   would	   mean	   that	   Andres	  
valued	   his	   relationship	   with	   Larry	   more	   than	   the	   short-­‐term	   opportunistic	   profit	   of	  
$1,000.	   If	  he	  did	  not	  pay	  back,	   it	  meant	   that	  Andres	  had	  given	  up	  on	  the	  partnership.	  
Larry	   would	   know,	   then,	   that	   Andres	   could	   play	   opportunistically	   in	   the	   future,	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especially	  if	  the	  Harlem	  deal	  delivered,	  unexpectedly,	  the	  handsome	  buy-­‐out	  that	  both	  
Andres	  and	  Larry	  had	  been	  working	  on	  in	  the	  past	  year	  and	  a	  half.	  
Andres	   used	   exactly	   the	   same	   arguments	   to	   justify	   not	   paying	   back	   Larry.	   Larry	   had	  
made	  enough	  money	  on	  him;	   it	  was	  his	   turn	   to	  make	  money	  off	  of	   Larry.	   In	  addition,	  
Andres	   viewed	   the	   partnership	   on	   the	   Harlem	   Deal	   as	   de	   facto	   over.	   Andres	   did	   not	  
believe	   the	  Harlem	  Deal	  would	   pay	   off	   in	   the	   future,	   or	   at	   least	   it	  would	   not	   pay	   off	  
through	  Larry’s	  strategy.	  By	  not	  paying	  back	  Larry,	  Andres	  had	  clearly	   intended	  also	  to	  
redefine	   his	   relationship	   with	   Larry.	   Both	   men	   now	   knew	   where	   they	   stood:	   in	  
opposition	  and	  in	  conflict	  with	  each	  other.	  
LARRY’S	  CUNNING:	  “LISTEN,	  YOU	  GOTTA	  LEARN	  HOW	  TO	  PLAY	  THE	  GAME”	  
At	  Jimmy’s,	  Larry	  replays	  for	  me,	  but	  also	  for	  the	  people	  who	  are	  within	  earshot,	  Andres’	  
phone	  call.	  Imitating	  the	  embarrassed	  voice	  of	  Andres,	  Larry	  says	  to	  me:	  
“Hum…	  no,	  no…	  hum…	  I	  need	  to	  talk	  to	  you	  about	  something…	  hum”	  	  
Taking	  back	  his	  voice,	  Larry	  shouts	  in	  the	  diner:	  
“WHERE	  IS	  THE	  MONEY?	  I	  WANT	  MY	  MONEY!”	  
Larry	  proudly	  smiles	  at	  me.	  	  
He	  has	  made	  his	  point	  forcefully.	  Raising	  the	  issue	  of	  the	  money	  that	  Andres	  owes	  him,	  
and	  refusing	  to	  hear	  Andres’	  pressing	  issue,	  Larry	  invokes	  the	  litmus	  test	  that	  took	  place	  
six	  months	  ago.	  He	  recalls	   to	  Andres	  his	  “decision”	  to	  give	  up	  on	  the	  partnership	  with	  
Larry	  and	  all	  the	  services,	  supports	  and	  rights	  it	  entails,	  by	  being	  opportunistic	  and	  not	  
paying	  back	  the	  $1,000.	  	  
Trying	  to	  make	  Larry	  more	  compassionate	  towards	  Andres,	  I	  say	  to	  him:	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“You	  know	  he	  is	  about	  to	  be	  evicted,	  right?”	  	  	  
Indeed,	  Andres	   called	  me	  a	   few	  days	  before	   Labor	  Day	  weekend	  and	   told	  me	  he	  was	  
soon	  to	  be	  evicted	  from	  his	  single	  room	  in	  Harlem.	  It	  puts	  a	  definitive	  end	  to	  the	  Harlem	  
Deal	  and	  closed	  any	  hope	  of	  making	  money.	  	  
Larry,	  however,	  does	  not	  believe	  Andres	  will,	  or	  even	  can,	  be	  evicted.	  	  
On	   the	   phone,	   Larry	   has	   told	   Andres	   how	   to	   proceed	   to	   stop	   the	   eviction	   process.	  
Andres	  needs	  to	  secure	  $3,000	  from	  a	  friend,	  and	  to	  ask	  Leon,	  the	  lawyer	  of	  “Defending	  
Tenants”	  (DT),	  a	  local	  non-­‐profit	  that	  helps	  Andres	  to	  stay	  in	  the	  room	  he	  rents,	  to	  do	  “a	  
show	  cause”	  in	  court78.	  The	  $3,000	  is	  meant	  to	  show	  the	  judge	  that	  Andres	  is	  ready	  to	  
pay	  part	  of	  the	  back	  rent	  he	  owes.	  It	  is	  a	  gesture	  of	  goodwill,	  which	  in	  the	  mind	  of	  Larry	  
will	  influence	  the	  judge	  in	  stopping	  the	  eviction	  process.	  
I	   am	   surprised	   at	   Larry’s	   suggestion.	  How	   can	  he	   expect	   that	  Andres	   can	   find	   $3,000,	  
when	  he	  cannot	  repay	  the	  money	  he	  already	  owes?	  Larry	  says	  
“It’s	  nothing!	  He	  just	  needs	  to	  ask	  a	  friend”	  	  	  
Larry	  has	  a	  vision	  of	  people	  as	  having	  access	  to	  more	  money	  than	  they	  actually	  possess	  
or	  earn.	  For	  Larry,	  as	  well	  as	   for	  Andres	  who	  explained	   it	   to	  me	  several	   times,	  money	  
circulates	  through	  informal	  “credit”	  relationships	  (Stack	  1974;	  Venkatesh	  2006).	  It	  is	  also	  
an	  accusation	  that	  Larry	  uses	  against	  Quentin,	  during	  his	  eviction.	  The	  existence	  of	  such	  
circuit	  of	  money	  is	  the	  reason	  why	  both	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  understand	  the	  $1,000	  dollars	  
that	  Larry	  lent	  to	  Andres	  as	  a	  litmus	  test	  of	  their	  relationship.	  It	  makes	  sense	  for	  Larry	  to	  
tell	   Andres	   to	   find	   $3,000,	  whereas,	   for	  me,	  who	   keep	   insisting	   that	  Andres	   does	   not	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78	  A	  “show	  cause”	  is	  understood	  as	  a	  judicial	  act	  made	  by	  one	  party	  to	  re-­‐open	  a	  case,	  after	  a	  court	  decision	  has	  been	  
made.	  According	  to	  New	  York	  City’s	  website:	  “An	  Order	  to	  Show	  Cause	  is	  a	  way	  to	  present	  to	  a	  judge	  the	  reasons	  why	  
the	  court	  should	  order	  relief	  [from	  a	  court	  decision]	  to	  a	  party”.	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have	  any	  material	   resources	   it	  seems	  absurd	  to	  give	  such	  advice.	  A	  few	  days	  after	  the	  
Labor	   Day	   weekend,	   I	   learn	   from	   Andres	   himself	   that,	   indeed,	   he	   has	   been	   able	   to	  
secure	  the	  money	  thanks	  to	  a	  friend.	  	  
Larry	   is	   so	   convinced	   that	   the	   law	   protects	   tenants	   of	   rooming	   houses	   that	   Andres’	  
eviction	  can	  only	  be,	  according	  to	  him,	  the	  product	  of	  corruption.	  	  
“The	  marshals	  were	  paid	  off	  anyway”,	  he	  says.	  
The	   judge	  will	  have	  to	  “slam	  down”	  the	  case	  when	  the	   lawyer,	  Leon,	  will	  do	  the	  show	  
cause.	  	  
Larry	  jubilates.	  	  He	  says,	  excitedly:	  
“They	  want	  a	  trial,	   right?	  But	  there’re	  not	  enough	   judges!	  Any	  way	  you	  go,	  city,	  state,	  
federal	  there	  are	  not	  enough	  judges!”	  	  
Larry’s	  claim	  makes	  little	  sense.	  He	  is	  obviously	  wrong,	  trials	  do	  happen.	  But	  making	  this	  
provocative	  statement,	  Larry	  expresses	  something	  beyond	  what	  these	  words	  mean.	  He	  
expresses	  a	  feeling	  of	  control	  over	  how	  things	  work	  in	  the	  housing	  market.	  	  
Taking	  a	  more	  sober	  tone,	  and	  speaking	  at	  a	  slower	  pace,	  as	  if	  stating	  a	  profound	  truth,	  
Larry	  wants	  me	  to	  ponder	  carefully	  each	  one	  of	  his	  words:	  	  
“Listen,	  you	  gotta	  play	  the	  game.”	  	  
That	  Saturday	  morning,	  at	  Jimmy’s	  Diner,	  everything	  converges	  towards	  feeding	  Larry’s	  
self-­‐esteem.	   It	   is	   a	   moment	   of	   triumph	   for	   him.	   He	   has	   a	   complex	   story	   to	   tell	   that	  
testifies	   of	   his	   ability	   to	   navigate	   a	   world	   where	   small	   time	   corruption	   is	   seen	   as	  
common,	  where	  behemoth	   administrations	   need	   to	   be	   circumvented	  or	  manipulated,	  
sometimes	  with	  the	  help	  of	  a	  local	  non-­‐profit	  organization	  like	  DT,	  and,	  above	  all,	  where	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people	  who	  are	  supposed	  to	  be	  your	  allies	  can	  turn	  their	  back	  on	  you	  and	  become	  your	  
enemies.	   “Playing	   the	  game”	   for	  Larry,	   is	   the	  skill	   to	   remain	  unfazed,	   to	  get	  a	   sense	  a	  
mastery	  and	  control	  over	  this	  flow	  of	  events.	  At	  the	  roots	  of	  this	  definition	  of	  playing	  the	  
game	  there	  is	  a	  skill	  akin	  to	  cunning.	  	  
ROB’S	  DEFINITION	  OF	  “PLAYING	  THE	  GAME”:	  AGGRESSIVENESS	  
Still	  enjoying	  the	  feeling	  of	  victory	  while	  he	  drinks	  his	  coffee,	  Larry	  starts	  a	  conversation	  
with	  Rob.	  In	  spite	  of	  owning	  the	  business	  he	  inherited	  from	  his	  father,	  Rob,	  a	  white	  man	  
probably	  in	  his	  early	  60s,	  has	  a	  manual	  and	  working	  class	  job.	  The	  business	  is	  not	  going	  
well	  and	  Rob	  often	  complains	  about	  his	  father	  being	  too	  present.	  	  
“How	  are	  you	  doing	  Rob?”	  Larry	  asks.	  
Rob	  is	  anxiously	  using	  his	  phone.	  He	  frenetically	  type	  on	  it.	  He	  is	  mumbling.	  
“grmpf,	  I	  don’t	  know…”	  
Rob	  finds	  the	  number	  he	  was	  looking	  for.	  Speaking	  to	  someone	  on	  the	  phone,	  with	  an	  
assertive	  voice,	  Rob	  says:	  
“I’m	  in	  the	  diner.	  You	  got	  money	  for	  my	  father?	  You	  got	  money?	  […	  silence	  …]	  No,	  no,	  
you	   keep	   phoning	   that	   guy.	   I’m	   not	   playing	   that	   game.	   I’m	   not	   playing	   my	   father’s	  
game.”	  	  
Rob	  is	  not	  only	  speaking	  to	  his	  interlocutor	  on	  the	  phone.	  “I’m	  in	  the	  diner”,	  he	  says.	  It	  is	  
an	  unnecessary	  detail.	   It	   suggests	   that	  Rob’s	  attention	   is	  equally	  oriented	  towards	  the	  
social	  life	  at	  the	  diner	  and	  the	  phone	  conversation	  he	  is	  having.	  The	  conversation	  is	  not	  
a	  shielded	  and	  self-­‐enclosed	  interaction,	  it	  is	  part	  of	  a	  public	  discussion	  with	  Larry	  that	  
takes	  place	  at	  the	  diner.	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“STOP	  PLAYING	  MY	  FATHER.	  Give	  him	  the	  money.”	  	  
For	  Rob	  there	   is	  a	   fine	   line	  between	  the	  arrangements	   that	  Larry	  and	  his	   father	  make	  
and	  being	  played.	  He	  does	  not	  see	  these	  “games”	  as	  a	  mark	  of	  skillful	  manipulation,	  but	  
as	  a	  sign	  of	  weakness.	  He	  does	  not	  see	  “cunning”	  as	  a	  positive	  activity.	  The	  way	  to	  get	  
money	  back	  is	  to	  be	  extremely	  aggressive.	  
“I	  swear	  I’ll	  break	  your	  arms”,	  he	  says.	  
Larry	  smiles	  and	  asks	  candidly,	  “Can	  I	  have	  the	  legs?”	  
Without	  paying	  attention	  to	  Larry’s	  ironic	  comment,	  Rob	  keeps	  speaking	  on	  the	  phone.	  
“Stop	  with	  my	  father,	   this	   is	  me!	  Give	  my	  father	  the	  money.	  Or	   I	  swear	   I’ll	  break	  your	  
arms.	  I’ll	  go	  down	  there.”	  
Larry	  finds	  that	  Rob	  is	  getting	  a	  little	  too	  excited.	  
“Relax	  Rob!”	  
After	  a	  short	  pause,	  he	  says	  with	  an	  insolent	  tone:	  
“I’ll	  collect	  it	  for	  you.”	  	  
Rob	   stops	   listening	   to	   the	   man	   on	   the	   phone.	   He	   turns	   to	   Larry	   and	   with	   the	   same	  
serious	  and	  assertive	  tone,	  he	  says.	  
“You	  don’t	  do	  it	  the	  right	  way.	  I’ll	  do	  it	  the	  right	  way.”	  
Rob’s	   own	   phone	   conversation	   is	   a	   negative	   comment	   on	   Larry’s	   endorsement	   of	   a	  
cunning	  self.	   It	   is	  Rob’s	   turn	   to	  show	  everyone	  how	  the	  game	   is	  played	  –	  and	   for	  him	  
threats	   of	   physical	   violence	   are	   not	   out	   of	   bounds.	   Rob	   wants	   the	   money	   now,	   and	  
seems	  to	  have	  little	  patience	  for	  the	  game	  playing	  Larry	  enjoys.	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Rob’s	  phone	  conversation,	  however,	  does	  not	  impress	  his	  audience	  at	  Jimmy’s.	  People	  
start	  laughing	  at	  Rob.	  
“Yeah	  sure,	  yeah,	  he	  is	  a	  wise	  guy.	  AHAHAH.	  He’s	  a	  wise	  guy.	  AHAHA.	  He’s	  gon-­‐na	  col-­‐
lect!	  	  AHAHAHA	  He’s	  gonna	  collect	  from	  eve-­‐ry-­‐one.	  AHAHAH”,	  says	  Ervin.	  
“AHAHAH	  He	  is	  angry!”	  adds	  Larry.	  
Rob	  does	  not	  laugh.	  With	  the	  serious	  tone	  of	  someone	  who	  is	  trying	  to	  explain	  what	  he	  
is	  doing:	  
“That	  guy	  [pointing	  to	  his	  phone]	   is	  playing	  with	  my	  father.	  My	  father	  goes	  along	  with	  
him,	  I	  don’t	  go	  along	  with	  him.	  I	  want	  the	  money	  and	  I	  don’t	  get	  nothing.”	  
“All	  right!	  No	  money,	  no	  honey.	  AHAHA”,	  says	  Larry.	  
Rob	  is	  frustrated.	  Shaking	  his	  head	  in	  disbelief,	  he	  stops	  looking	  at	  Larry.	  
“yeah,	  yeah…”	  
Larry	  turns	  to	  me.	  
“Nothing’s	  changed.	  It’s	  Jimmy’s.	  	  This	  is	  the	  place!”	  
“I’m	  not	  kidding	  you”,	  continues	  Rob,	  “I	  swear,	  I’m	  gonna	  come	  to	  your	  house	  and	  I’m	  
gonna	  break	  your	  arms.	  I	  swear.	  Goodbye”	  
“Can	  I	  videotape?”	  asks	  Larry	  
Without	  paying	  attention	  to	  Larry,	  Rob	  keeps	  trying	  to	  be	  taken	  seriously:	  
“A	  little	  Mexican	  guy.	  He’s	  a	  prick.	  He	  picks	  up	  stuff,	  and	  he	  doesn’t	  pay.	  Pay	  for	  what	  
you	  get,	  that’s	  very	  simple.	  The	  guy	  stole	  an	  electric	  drill	  from	  the	  store.	  I	  know	  that	  he	  
took	  it.	  He	  said	  “Yeah	  I’ll	  give	  it	  back”.	  He	  saw	  my	  father	  yesterday	  and	  he	  didn’t	  pay.”	  
“You	  can’t	  trust	  these	  guys.	  You	  want	  me	  to	  come	  with	  you?”	  asks	  Larry.	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“What	  you’re	  gonna	  do?”	  
“I’m	  gonna	  watch!!	  AHAHAH“	  says	  Larry.	  
“That’s	  all	  you	  can	  do!	  AHAHAHA”	  laughs	  Sylvia.	  
“AHAHAH	  I	  got	  jokes	  this	  morning,	  I	  got	  jokes!”	  says	  Ervin.	  
Rob	  gives	  up.	  	  
Turning	  to	  me,	  Larry	  clarifies	  the	  moral	  of	  the	  story.	  
“Listen,	  he’s	   angry	   right	  now,	  he’s	   got	   to	  wheel	   it	   down	  with	   some	  humor.	   You	  gotta	  
wheel	   it	   down.	   You	   can’t	   [making	   the	   gesture	   to	   “keep	   inside”].	   If	   you’re	   gonna	   do	  
something,	   you	  need	   to	   do	   it	   from	   the	   proper	   perspective.	  He	   could	   kill	   the	   son	  of	   a	  
gun.”	  
Turning	  to	  Ervin,	  Larry	  adds”	  
“Ervin,	  you	  gotta	   listen	   to	  Michael	  Corleone	   [from	  The	  Godfather].	   If	   you’re	  gonna	  kill	  
him,	  kill	  him	  with	  business	   in	  mind.	  Do	  not	  kill	  him	  because	  you’re	  emotional.	  When	   I	  
evict	  someone,	  I	  evict	  from	  the	  heart.	  It’s	  a	  business.”	  
It	  seems	  a	  crushing	  victory	  for	  Larry	  and	  the	  art	  of	  “cunning”.	  The	  aggressive	  hero	  that	  
Rob	  tried	  to	  incarnate	  has	  been	  ridiculed	  and	  publicly	  mocked.	  Larry	  closes	  the	  debate	  
when	  he	  depicts	  himself	  has	  having	  honor	  and	  status	  similar	  to	  what	  Michael	  Corleone	  
enjoys	  in	  The	  Godfather.	  There	  is	  “heart”	  in	  not	  being	  violent	  but	  astute.	  Larry	  makes	  his	  
argument	  by	  drawing	  a	  parallel	  between	  him	  and	  Michael	  Corleone,	  creating	  an	  implicit	  
assimilation	   of	   Rob	   to	   Sonny	   Corleone,	   Michael’s	   impulsive	   and	   violent	   brother	   who	  
faces	  premature	  death.	  Larry	  draws	  on	  a	  well	  know	  cultural	  reference,	  which	  itself	  is	  a	  
re-­‐telling	   and	   weaving	   of	   Greek	   tragedies’	   themes.	   This	   episode	   at	   the	   diner	   puts	   in	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perspective	   a	   series	   of	   dualistic	   oppositions,	   between	   the	   cunning	   hero	   and	   the	  
aggressive	   hero,	   between	   Sonny	   Corleone	   and	   Michael	   Corleone,	   between	   Rob	   and	  
Larry	  –	  between,	  in	  fact,	  Achilles	  and	  Ulysses.	  
A	  second	  look,	  however,	  shows	  that	  Larry’s	  moralistic	  lesson	  saves	  Rob’s	  face.	  It	  depicts	  
an	   economic	   world	   organized	   so	   much	   around	   opportunism,	   informality	   and	   distrust	  
that	  violence	  is	  a	  natural,	  understandable	  impulse.	  Rob	  is	  simply	  	  the	  victim	  of	  a	  burst	  of	  
anger,	  which	   Larry	   can	   relate	   to.	   In	   his	   concluding	  words,	   Larry	   integrates	   Rob	   in	   the	  
collective	  life	  of	  the	  diner	  –	  regulars	  at	  the	  diner	  made	  fun	  of	  “angry	  Rob”	  not	  the	  real	  
Rob.	  A	  few	  hours	  later,	  when	  we	  pass	  by	  Rob’s	  warehouse,	  Larry	  honks	  loudly,	  stops	  the	  
traffic	  on	  a	  heavy	  thoroughfare,	  gets	  his	  hand	  and	  arm	  out	  of	  the	  driver	  seat’s	  window,	  
and	  waves	  at	  Rob.	  “Rob!”	  Larry	  shouts,	  “Rob!”.	  Larry	  whistles.	  Rob	  turns	  and	  waves	  back	  
at	  us.	  Happy,	  Larry	  speeds	  up,	  liberating	  the	  traffic.	  	  
Rob	  did	  not	  cross	  any	  fundamental	  moral	  boundary	  by	  making	  physical	  threat	  over	  the	  
phone.	  He	  has	  been	  ridiculed	  but	  he	  has	  not	  been	  shamed.	  Larry	  recognizes	  that	  Rob’s	  
action	   is	   exaggerated	   and	  naïvely	   immature.	   It	   is	   ridicule	   for	   Rob	   to	   claim	   violence	   in	  
economic	  affairs;	  only	  wise	  guys	  can	  do	  so.	  The	  mockery	   leverages	  the	  conviction	  that	  
the	  economic	  world	  the	  regulars	  live	  in	  is	  made	  of	  wise	  guys	  belonging	  to	  the	  Brooklyn	  
organized	   crime.	   It	   is	   a	   reality	   that	   Rob’s	   inappropriate	   claim	  would	   tend	   to	   dissolve.	  
Mocking	  Rob	  is	  a	  way	  to	  preserve	  the	  reality	  of	  the	  presence	  of	  organized	  crime	  in	  the	  
local	   economic	   life	   of	   the	   local	   entrepreneurs.	   The	   mockery	   is	   not	   made	   from	   the	  
standpoint	  of	  a	  mainstream	  and	  middle-­‐class	  view	  of	  the	  economy;	  it	  is	  made	  from	  the	  
viewpoint	  of	  the	  economic	  culture	  at	  the	  diner.	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In	   its	   complexity,	   the	   discussion	   between	   Larry	   and	   Rob	   creates	  much	  more	   balance	  
between	  the	  cunning	  and	  the	  aggressive	  stance	  in	  economic	  affairs	  than	  is	  immediately	  
visible.	  Larry	  is	  not	  always	  on	  the	  side	  of	  cunning.	  The	  tale	  of	  his	  phone	  call	  with	  Andres	  
is	  	  	  marked	  by	  an	  aggressive	  attitude.	  Larry	  is	  shouting	  at	  Andres.	  There	  is	  an	  element	  of	  
assertion	  and	  domination	   in	  his	   tone.	   In	  addition,	  on	  other	  occasions,	   Larry	  has	   taken	  
the	  role	  that	  Rob	  is	  having	  here.	  For	  several	  weeks,	  a	  year	  before,	  Larry	  has	  told	  a	  story	  
at	  the	  diner	  about	  how	  a	  drug	  dealer	  who	  had	  stopped	  paying	  rent,	  harassed	  Janice,	  a	  
Jamaican	  landlord	  and	  a	  regular	  at	  the	  diner.	  The	  drug	  dealer	  was	  hiding	  guns	  under	  his	  
mattress	   and	   he	  made	   threats	   to	   Larry.	   Larry,	   in	   return,	   dared	   the	   drug	   dealer	   to	   do	  
anything.	  He	  left	  several	  messages	  on	  the	  drug	  dealer’s	  cell	  phone	  saying	  he	  was	  waiting	  
for	  him,	  that	  he	  was	  not	  afraid	  of	  “knuckleheads”	  and	  he	  had	  nothing	  to	  lose.	  In	  his	  tale	  
at	  the	  diner,	  Larry	  was	  embodying	  the	  hero	  Achilles	  –	  and	  he	  was	  taking	  great	  pride	  in	  it.	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	  Rob	  is	  not	  the	  only	  one	  to	  see	  cunning	  as	  verging	  on	  pitiful	  softness.	  
The	   sexually	   laden	   remark	   that	   Sylvia	  makes	   to	   Larry,	   “[watching]	   is	   all	   you	   can	   do”,	  
reveals	  she	  shares	  some	  of	  Rob’s	  opinion.	  
The	  episode	  illustrates	  the	  unending	  opposition	  and	  oscillation	  between	  two	  basic	  forms	  
of	  heroism	  –	  the	  oscillation	  between	  Achilles	  and	  Ulysses	   that	  Larry	   identifies	   through	  
the	  figures	  of	  Sonny	  Corleone	  and	  Michael	  Corleone.	  When	  someone	  takes	  one	  posture,	  
and	  says	  “look	  how	  smart	  I	  am”,	  it	  is	  easy	  for	  someone	  else	  to	  challenge	  this	  status	  claim	  
by	  taking	  the	  other	  posture,	  and	  to	  say	  “Your	  shenanigans	  cannot	  achieve	  anything	  that	  
well-­‐placed	   aggressiveness	   cannot”.	   Both	   attitudes	   have	   obvious	   limits	   and	   they	   can	  
work	  equally	  well	  as	  basis	  for	  status	  and	  feelings	  of	  self-­‐efficacy	   in	  an	  economic	  world	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made	  of	  opportunism	  and	  distrust.	  These	   two	  stances	  are	   functionally	  equivalent,	  but	  
they	   are	   incompatible	   and	   call	   for	   each	   other	   –	   hence	   the	   debate	   between	   Rob	   and	  
Larry,	  hence	  Larry’s	  oscillation	  between	  telling	  how	  much	  smarter	  than	  Andres	  he	  is	  and	  
yelling	   at	   Andres	   “WHERE	   IS	  MY	  MONEY?”,	   hence	   the	   important	   distinction	   between	  
ridiculing	  Rob	  and	  shaming	  him.	  
The	  diner	  serves	  as	  a	  magnifying	  glass	  to	  the	  regulars,	  in	  a	  first,	  and	  simplest	  sense,	  that	  
information	  about	  common	  problems	  is	  shared	  and	  evaluated.	  The	  local	  entrepreneurs	  
get	   a	   better	   knowledge	   of	   their	   environment	   and	   the	   adequate	   responses	   –	   the	  
“rational”	   attitude	   –	   to	   it	   through	   their	   participation	   to	   the	   on-­‐going	   collective	  
discussion	  at	  the	  diner.	  
	  
THE	  WAITRESSES	  AS	  SYMBOL	  OF	  OPPORTUNISM	  AND	  GENERALIZED	  DISTRUST	  
The	  public	  discussion	  between	  Larry	  and	  Rob	  illustrates	  one	  puzzling	  aspect	  of	  the	  social	  
bond	  at	  Jimmy’s.	  Larry	  and	  Rob	  talk	  openly,	  in	  fact	  vicariously,	  of	  the	  inner	  workings	  of	  
their	  economic	  life.	  This	  openness	  is	  not	  accompanied,	  however,	  by	  a	  strong	  economic	  
relationship	  between	  the	  two	  men.	  Rob	  once	  asked	  Larry	  to	  collect	  money	  for	  him	  from	  
a	  nightclub	  owner,	  named	  Claude,	  in	  exchange	  for	  a	  share	  of	  the	  money	  collected.	  Larry	  
is	  not	  a	   licensed	  bill	  collector.	  Therefore,	  some	  mutual	  risk	  and	  trust	   is	   involved	   in	  the	  
deal79.	   	   It	   has	  not	  been,	  however,	   a	   long-­‐lasting	   cooperation.	   Larry	  ended	  up	  working	  
more	  durably	  with	  Claude,	   the	  nightclub	  owner,	  who	   is	  also	  a	  successful	  plumber	  and	  
construction	  businessman.	   This	  openness	  without	  deep	  mutual	   involvement	  –	  which	   I	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79	  Larry	  says	  these	  legal	  risks	  of	  acting	  as	  a	  bill	  collector	  without	  being	  properly	  licensed	  are	  mitigated	  by	  the	  fact	  that	  
he	  has	  power	  of	  attorney.	  Larry	  receives	  a	  percentage	  of	  the	  money	  collected	  around	  30%.	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call	  “shallow	  entanglement”	  –	   is	  not	  unique	  to	  Larry	  and	  Rob.	   It	  characterizes	  also	  the	  
relationships	  between	  the	  regulars	  and	  the	  waitresses,	  Viola,	  Sylvia	  and	  Sharlene.	  It	  also	  
describes	  the	  relationship	  between	  Larry	  and	  Joe,	  the	  owner	  of	  Jimmy’s	  Diner.	  There	  is	  
then	  a	  degree	  of	  generality	  to	  this	  peculiar	  social	  bond	  at	  Jimmy’s.	  At	  the	  diner,	  people	  
know	  a	  lot	  about	  each	  other,	  but	  do	  not	  create	  significant	  economic	  relationships.	  Open	  
knowledge	  about	  each	  other’s	  private	  dealings,	  resources	  and	  challenges	  does	  not	  bring	  
trust	   and	   cooperation,	   as	   the	   literature	   on	   social	   capital	   would	   assume,	   but	   rather	  
distrust	  (Small	  2009).	  
VIOLA	  AND	  SYLVIA:	  HARD	  WORK	  AND	  SEXUALIZATION	  
For	  the	  waitresses,	  the	  collective	  life	  with	  the	  regulars	  offers	  significant	  prospects.	  	  
In	  collective	  discussions,	  the	  waitresses	  have	  the	  opportunity	  to	  create	  bonds	  with	  local	  
entrepreneurs	   that	   can	   be	   useful	   for	   their	   project	   of	   upward	   mobility.	   Of	   course,	  
participating	  to	  the	  collective	  life	  at	  the	  diner	  with	  the	  regulars	  can	  be	  interpreted	  as	  a	  
simple	   means	   to	   create	   fun	   on	   the	   job	   and	   to	   generate	   higher	   tips	   from	   regulars.	  
However,	  some	  of	  the	  waitresses,	  not	  all	  of	  them,	  see	  the	  regulars	  and	  especially	  Larry,	  
as	   the	   repository	   of	   resources.	   Creating	   ties	   that	   go	   beyond	   the	   service	   of	   food	   and	  
coffee	  often	  fulfills	   these	  three	  purposes:	  creating	  fun	  on	  the	   job,	  higher	  tip,	  and	  help	  
securing	  opportunities	  represented	  by	  the	  local	  entrepreneurs.	  
The	   waitresses	   have	   two	   possible	   strategies	   to	   seize	   these	   opportunities.	   Either	   they	  
display	   a	  work	   ethic	   that	   could	   be	   put	   at	   better	   use	   than	  waitressing,	   or	   they	   exhibit	  
sexual	  availability	  in	  exchange	  of	  some	  sort	  of	  material	  support.	  Viola	  incarnates	  the	  first	  
strategy,	  Sylvia	  the	  second	  one.	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Viola	  is	  a	  short,	  plump,	  black	  woman.	  As	  a	  waitress	  at	  Jimmy’s,	  she	  is	  calm	  and	  active,	  
and	   a	   little	   shy.	   She	   is	   strikingly	   efficient	   at	   organizing	   the	   work	   of	   the	   two	   other	  
waitresses,	  especially	  on	  Saturday	  mornings	  when	  the	  diner	  gets	  a	  little	  hectic.	  Larry	  is	  
impressed	   by	   her	   work	   ethic.	   She	   has	   a	   child	   that	   she	   is	   raising	   alone	   and	   who	   can	  
sometimes	   be	   seen	   after	   school	   at	   the	   diner.	   She	   goes	   to	   college	   on	   night-­‐classes	   at	  
Medgar	  Evers	  College80.	  	  
When	  Sir	  Kevin,	  the	  Jamaican	  property	  owner	  and	  an	  ally	  of	  Larry,	  looks	  for	  a	  personal	  
assistant,	  Larry	  thinks	  Viola	  would	  a	  perfect	  fit.	  Larry	  repeatedly	  tells	  her	  he	  will	  vouch	  
for	  her	   to	   Sir	   Kevin.	  Viola	   is	   careful	  not	   to	  be	   too	  excited	  about	   this	  opportunity.	   She	  
keeps	  her	  composure	  and	  thanks	  Larry.	  Her	  attitude	  is	  wait	  and	  see.	  	  
Sir	   Kevin	   is	   also	   a	   regular	   at	   Jimmy’s.	   When	   Larry	   tells	   him	   about	   hiring	   Viola	   as	   an	  
assistant,	   he	   finds	   the	   idea	  wonderful.	  He	   likes	   the	  portrait	   of	   someone	  hardworking,	  
struggling	   with	   a	   kid	   and	   putting	   herself	   through	   college	   in	   the	   evening.	   Larry	   keeps	  
repeating	  to	  Sir	  Kevin	  that	  he	  would	  vouch	  for	  her,	  as	  he	  promised	  Viola	  he	  would	  do.	  
But	  when	   Sir	   Kevin	   understands	   that	   Viola	   is	   not	   the	   tall,	   skinny,	   light	   skin,	   waitress,	  
named	  Sylvia,	  but	  the	  short,	  chubby	  waitress,	  he	  decides	  not	  to	  hire	  her.	  	  
Sir	  Kevin	  thinks	  of	  himself	  as	  a	  womanizer.	  He	  is	  tall.	  He	  looks	  healthy	  and	  athletic.	  He	  
dresses	  conservatively,	  with	  a	  taste	  for	  rather	  bourgeois	  outfit.	  A	  man	  in	  his	  70s,	  he	  has	  
an	  engaging	  smile	  and	  a	  soft	  voice.	  His	  presence	  is	  not	  imposing	  like	  Larry’s.	  He	  is	  a	  well-­‐
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80	  Medgar	  Evers	  College	  belongs	  to	  the	  City	  University	  of	  New	  York	  	  (CUNY)	  system.	  It	  is	  frequented	  mostly	  by	  Black	  
and	  Latino	  minorities	   from	  Brooklyn.	   Its	  minority	  population	  according	   to	  a	   recent	  New	  York	  Times	   article	   is	  above	  
80%.	  The	  college	  has	  multiple	  night	  classes	  oriented	  towards	  professional	  skills.	   It	   is	   located	  at	  the	  border	  of	  Crown	  
heights	  and	  East	  Flatbush,	  which	  makes	  it	  easy	  for	  Viola	  to	  attend.	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demeaned	  person.	   I	  have	  seen	  Sir	  Kevin	  at	  a	  party	   in	  Central	  Brooklyn,	  organized	  by	  a	  
black	  woman	  photographer	  married	  to	  a	  white	  Lubavitcher,	  hitting	  on	  single	  women.	  	  
Larry	  guesses	  that	  Sir	  Kevin	  does	  not	  want	  to	  hire	  Viola	  because	  she	   is	  not	  as	  sexually	  
available	  as	  Sylvia.	  Larry	  insists	  that	  Viola	  is	  a	  good	  and	  wise	  choice.	  It	  is	  not	  a	  good	  idea	  
to	  have	  a	  too	  good-­‐looking	  assistant	  like	  Sylvia,	  he	  says.	  To	  have	  sexual	  intercourse	  with	  
her	  would	  only	  bring	  “headaches”.	  Sir	  Kevin,	  who	   is	  a	  mild-­‐mannered	  man,	  recognizes	  
this	  is	  true.	  It	  is	  difficult	  not	  to	  see,	  however,	  his	  disappointment81.	  
Sylvia	  and	  Viola	  differ	  on	  the	  sexualization	  of	  the	  waitress-­‐client	  relationship.	  Sylvia	  puts	  
her	  sexuality	   forth	   in	  her	  encounters	  with	  regulars,	  something	   I	  have	  never	  seen	  Viola	  
do.	  	  
On	   a	   Saturday	  morning,	   Sylvia	   is	   smoking	   outside	   Jimmy’s,	   on	   the	   parking	   lot,	   by	   the	  
back	  door.	  Only	  a	  few	  regulars	  and	  the	  staff	  use	  this	  door.	  Larry	  and	  I	  always	  use	  it.	  The	  
door	  is	  located	  in	  between	  the	  counter	  and	  the	  kitchen,	  and	  dirty	  plates,	  cups	  an	  cutlery	  
are	  staked	  up	  in	  plastic	  trays	  next	  to	  it.	  Getting	  out	  of	  the	  diner	  through	  this	  door,	  Larry	  
and	  I	  can	  jump	  in	  his	  car.	  	  	  
As	  we	  are	  exiting	  the	  diner	  by	  the	  backdoor,	  we	  waive	  goodbye	  at	  Sylvia	  who	  is	  smoking,	  
when	  she	  stops	  us.	  She	  points	  to	  a	  used	  condom	  on	  the	  ground.	  She	  is	  waiting	  for	  our	  
reaction.	  Larry	  does	  not	  know	  what	  to	  say	  –	  neither	  do	  I.	  We	  stay	  silent.	  It	   is	  an	  open,	  
unguarded,	   parking	   lot.	   It	   is	   partly	   hidden	   from	   the	   street.	   A	   condom	   is	   not	   really	   a	  
surprise	  to	  either	  of	  us.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81	  I	  had	  the	  opportunity	  to	  witness	  another	  instance	  of	  behavior	  that	  leads	  me	  to	  believe	  that	  Sir	  Kenneth	  thinks	  of	  
himself	  as	  a	  sexually	  active	  womanizing	  sexagenarian,	  during	  a	  small	  party	  in	  a	  hair	  salon	  in	  Crown	  Heights.	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Sylvia,	  however,	  starts	  a	  one-­‐sided	  conversation	  about	  some	  people	  who	  “were	  having	  a	  
good	  time”	  recently.	  The	  monologue	  drifts	  awkwardly,	  without	  the	  interactive	  support	  
of	   Larry	   who	   listens	   politely	   without	   saying	   anything.	   Sylvia	   arrives	   at	   the	   topic	   that	  
really	  interests	  her:	  is	  Larry	  getting	  laid	  enough?	  	  
Larry	  is	  not	  willing	  to	  be	  caught	  in	  this	  discussion.	  He	  tells	  her	  that	  he	  is	  getting	  old,	  not	  
laid.	  He	  cannot	  keep	  up	  with	  the	  sex	  drive	  of	  women	  anymore.	  Sylvia	  tries	  to	  make	  fun	  
of	  Larry	  and	  to	  bruise	  his	  ego.	  With	  a	  grin	  and	  a	  daring	  stare,	  she	  says,	  “Oh	  really	  Larry?	  
You	  can’t	  keep	  up?”	  But	  her	  strategy	  cannot	  work;	  she	  cannot	  hit	  Larry’s	  manly	  pride,	  
and	  trigger	  the	  simple	  mechanics	  she	  has	  in	  mind.	  Larry	  has	  given	  her	  willingly	  the	  tools	  
for	  making	  fun	  of	  him,	  tools	  that	  have	  lost,	  as	  a	  result,	  most	  of	  their	  biting	  power.	  Larry	  
makes	   a	   closing	   statement	   –	   “I	   can’t,	   I’m	   too	  old”	   adding	  probably	   for	   good	  measure	  
that	  his	  dick	  would	  fall	  off.	  It	  closes	  the	  conversation	  and	  we	  leave.	  	  
I	   have	   never	   seen	   Viola	   involved	   in	   such	   a	   sexualization	   of	   her	   relationship	   with	   the	  
regulars.	  I	  have	  seen	  Sylvia	  taking	  the	  phone	  number	  of	  Rick,	  a	  small	  business	  owner	  and	  
landlord,	   after	   an	   intimate	   conversation,	   where	   words	   were	   murmured,	   bursts	   of	  
laughter	  were	  muted,	   heavy	   looks	  were	   exchanged.	   This	   intimate	  moment	   happened	  
while	  WHO??	   was	   trying	   to	   set-­‐up	   Rick,	   someone	   Larry	   sees	   as	   a	   hard	   working	   local	  
entrepreneur,	  with	  Viola,	  a	  hard	  working	  woman	  too.	  
The	  sexualization	  of	  Sylvia’s	  relation	  with	  the	  regulars	  has	  an	  unintended	  consequence.	  
She	  is	  not	  seen	  as	  hard	  working.	  The	  two	  strategies	  seem	  exclusive.	  At	  no	  point	   in	  the	  
discussion	  between	  Larry	  and	  Sir	  Kevin	  is	  the	  possibility	  of	  Sylvia	  being	  as	  hardworking	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as	  Viola	  evoked.	  The	  label	  of	  “hardworking”	  in	  the	  specific	  context	  of	  the	  diner	  cannot	  
really	  stick	  at	  once	  to	  both	  Sylvia	  and	  Viola.	  	  
Sylvia	  displays	  role	  distance	  to	  the	  job	  of	  waitress	  when	  Viola	  displays	  role	  attachment	  
(Goffman	  1961).	  The	  sexualization	  of	  Sylvia’s	   relation	   takes	  place	   in	   this	   role	  distance,	  
while	   the	   image	   of	   hard-­‐working	   is	   anchored	   in	   role	   attachment.	   This	   difference	   in	  
behavior	  can	  be	  seen	   in	  how	  the	  two	  women	  handle	  the	  main	  difficulty	  of	  their	  work:	  
handling	  numerous	  similar	  orders	  at	  one	  time	  without	  mixing	  them	  up.	  Every	  order	  at	  
the	  diner	   is	  a	  variation	  around	  a	   limited	  number	  of	   items.	   It	   is	  a	  combination	  of	  eggs,	  
cheese,	  bacon,	  grits,	  French	  fries,	  and	  some	  kind	  of	  toast	  or	  bagel.	  Yet,	  clients	  often	  add	  
their	  own	  idiosyncratic	  variations	  to	  the	  order.	  Larry	  wants	  his	  fries	  burnt,	  his	  rye	  toasts	  
without	   butter,	   and	   three	   Splenda	   in	   his	   coffee	   –	   Larry	   could	   do	   his	   own	   mix	   of	  
sweetener	  but	  because	  he	  is	  a	  regular	  the	  waitresses	  do	  it	  for	  him.	  Larry	  is	  very	  specific	  
about	  these	  minimal	  variations,	  as	  most	  of	  the	  clients	  of	  the	  diner	  are.	  Mismatches	  and	  
mistakes	  in	  orders	  are	  common.	  One	  day,	  Viola	  made	  a	  mistake	  in	  one	  of	  my	  orders.	   I	  
started	  eating	  because	  the	  mistake	  was	  meaningless	  to	  me.	  But	  when	  Viola	  realized	  she	  
gave	  me	  the	  order	  of	  someone	  else,	  someone	  who	  had	  ordered	  something	  very	  close	  to	  
what	  I	  ordered	  myself,	  she	  apologized.	  She	  did	  it	  so	  profusely	  that	  Larry	  felt	  the	  need	  to	  
tell	  her	  that	  it	  was	  not	  very	  important,	  “the	  kid	  is	  eating	  after	  all”.	  Sylvia	  makes	  similar	  
mistakes	  but	  I	  never	  saw	  her	  losing	  her	  composure,	  distance	  and	  cool.	  Sylvia	  traded	  the	  
public	  image	  of	  hardworking	  for	  a	  more	  sexualized	  one.	  In	  this	  role-­‐distance,	  however,	  
her	  real	  hard	  work	  risks	  becoming	   invisible.	  Sylvia	  has	  been	  working	  at	  Jimmy’s	  until	  a	  
few	   days	   before	   she	   gave	   birth.	   Towards	   the	   end	   of	   her	   pregnancy,	   I	   saw	   her	   one	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morning	  at	  7am,	  sitting	  on	  the	  steps	  of	  Jimmy’s	  main	  entrance	  waiting	  for	  Joe	  to	  set	  up	  
the	  diner	   to	  open.	  She	   looked	  exhausted.	  There	  was	  not	  much	  “cool”	  or	   role	  distance	  
here,	   only	   the	  need	   to	   stick	   to	   the	   job,	   through	   sheer	  work	   ethic.	   But	   this	  was	  never	  
publicly	  recognized	  in	  my	  presence.	  
At	   the	  diner,	  displaying	   tremendous	  work	  ethic	   is	  displaying	   servility.	  Displaying	   some	  
degree	   sexual	   availability	   is	   displaying	   role	   distance	   toward	   the	  work	  of	  waitress,	   and	  
then	  to	  be	  able	  to	  reach	  out	  to	  the	  clients	  beyond	  their	  role	  as	  a	  client.	  
SHARLENE	  AND	  THE	  NORMALIZATION	  OF	  SEX	  AS	  A	  MEANS	  FOR	  “MAKING	  IT”	  
If	  Sylvia	  sexualizes	  her	  relationships,	  it	  may	  be	  because	  it	  has	  recently	  paid	  off.	  	  
When	   I	   meet	   Sharlene,	   she	   does	   not	   work	   at	   Jimmy’s	   anymore.	   She	   used	   to	   be	   a	  
waitress	   but	   she	   left	   the	   diner	   a	   few	  weeks	   before	   I	   started	  my	   fieldwork	  with	   Larry.	  
That’s	  because	  she	  does	  not	  need	  to	  work	  at	  Jimmy’s	  anymore.	  She	  married	  a	  man	  in	  his	  
70s	  who	  has	  some	  wealth.	  She	  met	  him	  at	  Jimmy’s	  where	  he	  had	  his	  habits	  –	  habits	  he	  
must	  have	  lost	  since	  the	  wedding	  since	  I	  never	  met	  him.	  	  
One	  Saturday	  morning,	  Sharlene	  comes	  to	  see	  Larry	  at	  his	  office,	  next	  to	  the	  diner	  and	  
the	  small	   the	  parking	   lot.	  She	  wants	  to	  know	  what	  to	  do	  with	  two	  bank	  accounts	  that	  
her	  husband	  has	  given	  her.	  Each	  bank	  account	  is	  credited	  with	  approximately	  $200,000.	  
She	   shows	   Larry	   and	   I	   the	   bank	   statements.	   She	   does	   not	   know	  what	   to	   do	  with	   the	  
money.	   She	   finds	   the	   bank	   tellers	   at	   the	   local	   branch	   of	   major	   commercial	   bank	  
unhelpful.	  She	  decided	  to	  ask	  Larry,	  whom	  she	  knows	  from	  the	  diner,	  to	  help	  her	  decide	  
what	  to	  do	  with	  the	  money.	  In	  addition,	  she	  believes	  the	  bank	  teller	  is	  stealing	  from	  her.	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In	  Larry’s	  office,	   it	  seems	  she	  just	  woke	  up.	  She	  is	  very	  comfortable	   in	  the	  presence	  of	  
Larry.	   She	   laughs	   easily.	   She	   softly	   touches	   our	   arms	   several	   times	   during	   the	  
conversation.	  The	  straps	  of	  her	  bra	  keep	   falling	   from	  her	   shoulders,	  making	  her	   laugh	  
and	  drawing	  attention	   to	  how	  much	  exposed	   is	  her	  breast	   (she	  wears	  a	  very	   lose	  and	  
ample	  top).	  Larry,	  who	  is	  not	  shy	  and	  usually	  doesn’t	  hesitate	  to	  make	  crude	  comments	  
and	   explicit	   sexual	   jokes	   in	   front	   of	   people,	   does	   not	   refer	   to	   her	   flirtatious	   behavior	  
when	  she	  is	  in	  his	  office.	  He	  waits	  for	  her	  to	  leave.	  He	  imitates,	  laughing,	  her	  falling	  bra	  
and	  he	  says	  “Did	  you	  see	  that?	  Oh	  Lord	  have	  mercy.”	  
Larry’s	   attitude	   during	   the	   meeting	   with	   Sharlene	   is	   emphatically	   serious.	   When	  
Sharlene	   says	   she	   does	   not	   trust	   the	   bank	   teller,	   Larry	   encourages	   her	   to	   pay	   close	  
attention	  to	  the	  movements	  on	  her	  bank	  accounts.	  He	  tries	  to	  identify	  which	  bank	  teller	  
she	   is	   talking	   about	   –	   Larry	   is	   a	   client	   of	   several	   banks	   in	   Brooklyn,	   including	   the	  
particular	  branch	   that	  Sharlene	  uses.	  He	  says	  his	  ex-­‐wife	  was	  working	   in	  a	  bank.	  They	  
were	   laundering	   money	   and	   stealing	   money	   from	   clients	   all	   the	   time.	   Larry	   explains	  
confusingly	  a	  complex	  mechanism,	  by	  which	  bank	  tellers	  are	  able	  to	  squeeze	  money	  out	  
of	  bank	  accounts	  without	  leaving	  traces.	  He	  is	  convinced	  that	  this	  is	  what	  the	  bank	  teller	  
does	   to	  Sharlene’s	  account.	  She	   is	   right	   to	  be	  suspicious,	  he	   tells	  her.	  Sharlene	   listens	  
approvingly	  to	  Larry.	  	  
Larry	  does	  not	  give	  her,	  however,	  advice	  on	  how	  to	  invest	  her	  money.	  Sharlene	  came	  for	  
such	  advice,	  and	  one	  could	  expect	   that	  with	  $400,000	   in	  cash	  he	  would	  advise	  her	   to	  
buy	   a	   house	   in	   Brooklyn,	   a	   transaction	   from	   which	   Larry	   could	   take	   a	   sizable	  
commission.	  But	  he	  does	  not	  mention	  any	  potential	  real	  estate	  investments.	  When	  she	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asks	  about	  the	  stock	  market,	  he	  makes	  his	  usual	  vague	  comment	  about	  buying	  General	  
Electric’s	   stock.	   “It	   is	   one	   of	   the	   great	   American	   companies,	   a	   company	   that	   does	  
everything”,	  he	  says.	  
However,	   Larry	   takes	   a	  more	  paternalistic	   and	  more	   involved	   approach	  when	  he	   asks	  
Sharlene	  to	  stop	  “seeing”	  her	  boyfriend	  –	  the	  young	  man	  who	  lives	  next	  door	  to	  Larry’s	  
office.	  She	  should	  also	   stop	  giving	  him	  money.	  He	   is	   lazy,	  he	   should	  work,	  not	  ask	   for	  
money	  that	  belongs	  to	  Sharlene.	  She	  agrees.	  	  
Once	  she	  has	  left	  the	  office,	  Larry	  tells	  me	  the	  waitresses	  at	  Jimmy’s	  hate	  her.	  They	  are	  
jealous.	   Larry	   tells	   me	   he	   disapproves	   of	   the	   other	   waitresses’	   jealousy.	   Sharlene	   is	  
married	  and	  now	  she	  is	  rich.	  “The	  man	  is	  old	  but	  he	  is	  not	  a	  fool”.	  “What’s	  wrong	  with	  
that?”	  asks	  Larry	  about	  Sharlene’s	  newfound	  riches.	  
Women	   trading	   sexual	   intimacy	   for	   money	   and	   material	   resources	   are	   not	   frowned	  
upon	  in	  Larry’s	  network.	   It	   is	  practiced	  without	  ever	  raising	  the	   label	  of	  “prostitution”.	  
Miss	   Jean,	   another	   landlord	   with	   whom	   Larry	   works	   very	   closely,	   playfully	   chastised	  
Larry	  for	  giving	  $1,450	  in	  cash	  to	  Will,	  a	  black	  handyman	  and	  junkman	  with	  whom	  Larry	  
works	   regularly.	   Indeed,	   Larry	   gave	   the	   money	   in	   the	   presence	   of	   Will’s	   current	  
girlfriend,	  Lauren.	  	  	  
“I	  had	  breakfast	  with	  Will”,	  says	  Larry	  to	  Miss	  Jean.	  
“With	  coffee,	  and	  whatnot,	  and	  everything?”	  asks	  Miss	  Jean	  with	  a	  radiant	  smile.	  
“He	  came	  with	  this	  girl.	  A	  charming	  African-­‐American	  with	  her	  décolleté	  [cleavage]”	  	  
Larry	  makes	  the	  gesture	  of	  big	  breast	  with	  his	  hands.	  	  
“I	  gave	  him	  the	  money”,	  he	  says.	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“Why	   do	   you	   pay	   him	   when	   the	   woman	   is	   there?”	   asks	   Miss	   Jean,	   “You’re	   such	   a	  
kunumunu”.	  
“Kunumunu”	  is	  Jamaican	  vernacular	  for	  “stupid”.	  	  
Larry	  plays	  along	  with	  Miss	  Jean’s	  playful	  outraged	  tone.	  	  
“Excuse-­‐me,	  he	  brought	  her	  on	  me!”	  
“You	  should	  have	  said	  ‘I	  can’t	  pay	  you	  right	  now’	  ”	  she	  admonishes.	  	  
“Listen,	  he	  will	  spend	  the	  weekend	  with	  her,	  he	  will	  give	  her	  $200	  or	  $300,	  she’s	  happy,	  
he’s	  happy.	  What	  do	  you	  want	  from	  me?”	  
“These	  $200,	  that’s	  his!”	  Miss	  Jean	  concludes	  with	  a	  laugh.	  
Lauren	   is	   not	   a	   waitress	   at	   Jimmy’s.	   The	   reaction	   and	   comments	   that	   she	   elicits,	  
however,	   show	   that	   the	   waitresses	   epitomize	   a	   general	   form	   of	   entrepreneurship	  
available	  to	  women.	  At	  Jimmy’s	  Diner,	  Larry	  and	  his	  financial	  knowledge,	  Sir	  Kevin	  and	  
his	  employment	  opportunities,	  Rob	  and	  the	  business	  he	  has	   inherited	   from	  his	   father,	  
Rick	  and	  his	  small	   repair	  and	  maintenance	  company,	  Manning	  the	   junkman	  who	  owns	  
several	   repair	   shops	   in	   Brooklyn,	   offer	   opportunities	   to	   Jimmy’s	   waitresses.	   They	  
represent	  avenues	  for	  upward	  social	  mobility.	  	  
Jimmy’s	  Diner	  could	  work	  as	  a	  communal	  space	  where	  a	  peculiar	  brand	  of	   local	  social	  
capital	   is	   created,	  where	  mutual	   support,	   cooperation	   and	   collective	   economic	   action	  
can	   be	   fostered.	   But,	   in	   fact,	   the	   opposite	   is	   true.	   Larry	   avoids	   a	   deeper	   involvement	  
when	   the	   waitresses	   call	   for	   it.	   Contrary	   to	   the	   daycare	   centers	   analyzed	   by	   Small	  
(2009),	  the	  diner	  is	  not	  an	  unexpected	  cauldron	  for	  social	  trustful	  ties.	  Larry,	  Sir	  Kevin,	  
Miss	  Jean	  argue	  that	  intimate	  and	  economic	  relationships	  with	  such	  women	  need	  to	  be	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navigated	  carefully.	  The	  key	  difference	  between	  Jimmy’s	  and	  Small’s	  daycare	  centers	  is	  
that	  the	  very	  transparency	  and	  openness	  of	  the	  social	  relationships	  at	  the	  diner	  breeds	  
distrust	  by	  normalizing	  opportunism.	  Distrust	   is	  not	  a	  natural	  state	  upon	  which	  trust	   is	  
produced	  through	  an	  institutional	  set-­‐up.	  Distrust	  is	  produced	  as	  well,	  a	  fact	  overlooked	  
by	   the	   literature	   on	   social	   capital.	   At	   the	   diner	   seemingly	   opportunistic	   behaviors	   are	  
safely	  observed	  by	  the	  regulars,	  naturalized	  as	  a	   fact	  of	   life,	  and	  morally	  neutralized	  –	  
making	   the	   very	   category	   of	   “opportunism”	   slightly	   inadequate	   to	   describe	   how	   the	  
local	   entrepreneurs	   perceive	   the	   waitresses.	   The	   economic	   strategies	   these	   women	  
deploy	  are	  seen	  as	   legitimate	  as	  the	  more	  traditional	  and	  middle-­‐class	  work	  ethic	  that	  
Viola	  strategically	  displays.	  In	  Larry’s	  words,	  an	  involvement	  too	  deep	  with	  these	  women	  
creates	  “headaches”—a	  term	  whose	  significance	  is	  not	  in	  its	  hollow	  content	  but	  in	  the	  
content	  left	  out:	  it	  is	  a	  term	  free	  of	  moral	  contempt.	  There	  is	  no	  moral	  outrage	  in	  Larry’s	  
attitude,	  or	  in	  Miss	  Jean’s,	  toward	  Sharlene,	  Lauren	  or	  Sylvia.	  
For	  Larry	  and	  the	  other	  local	  entrepreneurs,	  the	  presence	  of	  this	  general	  opportunism	  in	  
the	  world’s	  fabric	  is	  not	  to	  be	  lamented,	  even	  if	  it	  requires	  one	  to	  be	  prudent.	  There	  is	  a	  
complicity	   between	   this	   world	   view	   and	   a	   positive	   sense	   of	   self	   for	   the	   local	  
entrepreneurs.	  It	  is	  the	  occasion	  for	  playful	  commentaries	  and	  jokes,	  and,	  above	  all,	  for	  
granting	  each	  other	  respect	  and	  honor.	  All	  sides	  size	  each	  other	  up	  in	  a	  cumulative	  way.	  
Larry	   gives	   marks	   of	   respect	   to	   Sharlene.	   He	   takes	   her	   doubts	   about	   her	   bank	   teller	  
extremely	   seriously.	   These	   women	   receive	   respect,	   because	   they	   try	   to	   make	   it,	   like	  
Sylvia	   and	   Lauren,	   and	   sometimes	   they	  do	  make	   it,	   like	   Sharlene,	   in	  ways	   that	   shows	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how	   savvy	   they	   are.	   The	   local	   entrepreneurs	   are	   in	   the	   position	   to	   experience	  
themselves	  as	  capable	  navigators	  in	  a	  world	  populated	  by	  many	  skillful	  hustlers.	  	  
These	   two	   mechanisms	   –	   the	   production	   of	   generalized	   distrust	   and	   the	   reciprocal	  
exchange	  of	  marks	  of	   respect	  –	  confirm	  the	  existence	  of	  a	  peculiar	   social	  bond	  at	   the	  
diner.	   As	   they	   participate	   to	   the	   collective	   life	   at	   Jimmy’s,	   the	   regulars	   and	   the	  
waitresses	   are	   able	   to	   observe	   directly	   and	   through	   reported	   stories,	   the	   private	  
dealings	   and	   strategies	   of	   the	   other	   regulars	   and	   waitresses,	   without	   entangling	  
themselves	  in	  significant	  and	  risky	  social	  ties	  with	  them.	  Because	  there	  is	  little	  material	  
stakes	   and	   risk,	   and	   little	   shame	   and	   contempt,	   people	   at	   the	   diner	   are	   open	   about	  
themselves,	   like	   Sharlene	   who	   simply	   shows	   her	   bank	   statements	   to	   Larry	   and	   me,	  
asking	  for	  genuine	  advice,	  while	  she	  does	  not	  trust	  her	  bank	  teller.	  The	  fragility	  of	  this	  
bond,	   its	   specific	   dynamics,	   oscillating	   between	   greater	   integration	   and	   threatening	  
dissolution,	   its	   contradictory	   manifestations,	   between	   distrust	   and	   openness,	  
opportunism	  and	  respect,	  define	  it	  as	  a	  “shallow	  entanglement”.	  It	  is	  also	  illustrates	  the	  
second	  meaning	  of	  my	  suggestion	  to	  view	  the	  diner	  as	  a	  “magnifying	  glass”.	  During	  their	  
downtime	  at	  the	  diner,	  the	  regulars	  and	  the	  waitresses	  can	  observe	  with	  greater	  clarity	  
than	   they	  would	   outside	   or	   during	   their	  moments	   of	   work	  what	   their	   social	   world	   is	  
made	  of	  –	  it	  is	  made	  of	  the	  other	  regulars	  and	  of	  the	  other	  waitresses,	  and	  of	  Joe,	  the	  
owner,	  who	  all	  reveal	  what	  they	  really	  are	  up	  to.	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JOE	  AND	  LARRY:	  THE	  DINER	  AS	  A	  THEATRIC	  REDUCTION	  OF	  THE	  LOCAL	  
ENTREPRENEUR’S	  ECONOMIC	  LIFE	  
The	  Ariane	  thread	  of	  this	  chapter	  is	  that	  the	  diner	  offers	  to	  local	  entrepreneurs	  a	  milieu	  
in	  which	   they	  can	  elaborate	  a	  peculiar	   sense	  of	   self	  and	  place	   that	  provide	   them	  with	  
needed	   professional	   self-­‐esteem.	   So	   far,	   I	   have	   studied	   collective	   discussions	   among	  
local	   entrepreneurs	   who	   size	   each	   other’s	   status	   when	   telling	   stories	   from	   their	  
economic	   life.	   I	   have	   also	   highlighted	   how	   the	   diner	   organizes	   its	   social	   life	   around	   a	  
peculiar	  social	  bond,	  which	  the	  waitresses	  and	  the	  regulars	  use	  to	  observe	  the	  private	  
inner	  workings	  of	  other	  people’s	  economic	  lives.	  Through	  this	  bond,	  people	  get	  the	  crisp	  
experience	  that	  their	  world	   is	  populated	  by	  skillful	  “hustlers”	  and	  therefore	  requires	  a	  
judicious	  navigation	  and	  a	  good	  deal	  of	  strategic	  sense.	  	  
I	  focus	  now	  on	  Larry	  and	  Joe,	  the	  owner	  of	  Jimmy’s,	  and	  their	  complex	  relationship.	  The	  
two	  men	   stack	   up	   transactions	   and	   reciprocal	   services,	   triggering	   a	   series	   of	   ramified	  
events.	  It	  illustrates	  that	  the	  collective	  life	  at	  the	  diner	  is	  a	  dramatic	  one,	  which	  mimics	  
in	  a	   stake-­‐less	   form	   the	  economic	   life	  of	   the	   local	  entrepreneurs	  outside	   the	  diner.	   In	  
this	   theatrical	   reduction	   of	   their	   economic	   life,	   local	   entrepreneurs	   cultivate	   the	  
pleasure	  and	  misery	  of	  making	   informal	  deals	  and	  alliances,	  without	  the	  material	   risks	  
and	   consequences	   that	   this	   informality	   bears	   in	   their	   real	   business	   life.	   The	   theatrical	  
reduction	   highlights	   the	   thrill	   of	   building	   alliances	   with	   higher-­‐ups	   and	   of	   exploiting	  
weaker	   people,	   the	   pleasure	   and	   misery	   of	   being	   in	   the	   thick	   of	   these	   actions	   and	  
relations,	   even	   if	   there	   are	   few	   economic	   benefits	   to	   reap.	   For	   local	   entrepreneurs,	  
seeking	  action	   is	  not	   jut	  seeking	  to	  make	  money;	   it	   is	  not	  risking	  significant	  amount	  of	  
	   572	  
money	  on	  a	  fatal	  roll	  of	  dice	  (Goffman	  1967);	  it	  is	  not	  losing	  one’s	  masculinity	  and	  status	  
on	  a	  cockfight	  (Geertz	  1973	  a);	  it	  is	  building	  up	  alliances	  with	  the	  hope,	  or	  the	  fantasy,	  
that	  it	  may	  lead	  to	  big	  deals,	  and	  with	  the	  fear	  and	  the	  risk	  of	  an	  acrimonious	  dissolution	  
when	  the	  generalized	  distrust	  slowly	  contaminates	  the	  edifice	  of	  relations.	  
CEREMONY,	  FAMILIARITY	  AND	  SENSE	  OF	  PLACE	  	  
The	  relationship	  between	  Joe	  and	  Larry	  involves	  multiple	  transactions	  that	  happen	  on	  of	  
top	   of	   one	   another.	   Larry	   and	   Joe	   pile	   up	   reciprocal	   services	   and	   exchanges	   and	   the	  
relationship	  between	  the	  two	  men	  cannot	  be	  summarized	  as	  a	  relationship	  between	  a	  
client	  and	  a	  business	  owner.	  	  
Joe	  owns	  not	  only	  the	  diner,	  but	  also	  the	  parking	  lot	  adjacent	  to	  the	  diner	  and	  a	  small	  
wood	  frame,	  two-­‐story	  building	  next	  to	  the	  parking	  lot.	  On	  the	  first	  floor	  of	  the	  building,	  
there	  is	  a	  medical	  office.	  At	  the	  back	  of	  the	  building,	  and	  on	  the	  second	  floor,	  Joe	  rents	  
rooms,	   illegally.	  The	  building	   is	   registered	  as	  an	  office	  building,	  but	   it	   is	  managed	  as	  a	  
rooming	  house.	  The	  housing	  codes	  for	  a	  rooming	  house	  are	  very	  strict	  and	  can	  be	  used,	  
especially	  in	  neighborhoods	  that	  are	  gentrifying,	  against	  the	  landlord.	  At	  the	  beginning	  
of	  my	   fieldwork,	   some	   of	   the	   young	   waitresses	   at	   Jimmy’s	   lived	   in	   these	   rooms;	   the	  
waitresses	   I	   came	   to	  know	  and	  see	   regularly	   (Sylvia,	  Viola,	   Isabella)	  do	  not	   live	   in	   this	  
building.	  	  	  
Larry	  rents	  a	  room	  in	  the	  building,	  which	  he	  uses	  as	  an	  office.	  In	  addition,	  he	  takes	  care	  
of	   some	   of	   the	   legal	   matters	   of	   the	   diner.	  When	   the	   diner	   had	   a	   pending	   grade	   for	  
hygiene	  and	  needed	  to	  make	  improvements	  to	  avoid	  forced	  closing,	  Larry	  handled	  the	  
paperwork	   for	   Joe.	  Larry	  does	   this	  administrative	  work	   for	   free.	  Finally,	  when	   Joe	  was	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planning	   to	   sell	   the	  diner,	   he	   gave	   Larry	   a	  mandate	   to	   find	  a	  buyer	   for	   the	  diner,	   the	  
parking	  lot	  and	  the	  small	  building.	  Joe’s	  asking	  price	  was	  for	  $2.5	  million.	  With	  the	  help	  
of	   Sir	   Kevin	   and	   Leonard,	   a	   wealthy	   real	   estate	   investor	   with	   whom	   Larry	   works	  
regularly,	  Larry	  tried	  to	  set	  up	  a	  consortium	  of	  buyers	  for	  Joe.	  	  
In	  this	  entanglement,	  Larry	  finds	  a	  pleasurable	  sense	  of	  place.	  Tiny	  events	  between	  Larry	  
and	  Joe	  are	  endowed	  with	  two	  apparently	  opposite	  qualities:	  ceremony	  and	  familiarity.	  
By	  ceremony,	  I	  mean	  an	  exaggerated	  sense	  of	  solemnity	  and	  importance	  that	  is	  actively	  
performed.	   In	   the	   moments	   of	   ceremony,	   Larry	   would	   pay	   homage	   to	   Joe.	   In	   the	  
moments	  of	  great	  familiarity,	  the	  two	  men	  would	  recognize	  their	  personal	  bond.	  	  
Larry	   acts	   regularly	   as	   an	   informal	   pawnshop	   for	   Kenneth,	   a	   black	   street	   corner	  man	  
living	  in	  East-­‐Flatbush.	  On	  most	  Saturday	  mornings,	  Larry	  goes	  to	  Kenneth’s	  house	  and	  
asks	   if	   he	   needs	  money.	   If	   Kenneth	   says	   yes,	   Larry	   gives	   him	  money	   in	   exchange	   for	  
whatever	   object	   he	   can	   find	   at	   Kenneth’s	   home.	   The	   exchange	   is	   a	   mixture	   of	   loan,	  	  
purchase	  and	  charity.	  Larry	  rarely	  gives	  more	  than	  $5	  to	  $10	  to	  Kenneth	  and	  sometimes	  
gets	   things	   that	  are	  much	  more	  valuable	   in	   return.	  As	  Kenneth	   is	  a	  hoarder,	  Larry	  can	  
choose	   between	   an	   extraordinary	   assortment	   of	   things	   from	   Kenneth’s	   place.	   I	   have	  
seen	  Larry	  take	  an	  old	  wooden	  sled,	  a	  charger	  for	  car	  batteries,	  a	  music	  box,	  and	  several	  
Beatles	  records	  from	  Kenneth’s	  massive	  record	  collection.	  	  
One	   day,	   Larry	   chooses	   an	   old	   fishing	   wheel,	   for	   $5,	   and	   brings	   it	   to	   Joe.	   Joe	   has	   a	  
passion	  for	  everything	  that	  is	  related	  to	  fishing	  and	  sailing.	  It	  is	  one	  of	  the	  ways	  he	  puts	  
forth	  his	   identity	  as	  a	  Greek	   immigrant	   (Jimmy’s	  diner	  has	  a	   sea-­‐related	   theme	   for	   its	  
interior	  design).	  Larry	  is	  asking	  expert	  advice	  to	  Joe	  about	  the	  value	  of	  the	  fishing	  wheel.	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Joe	   is	   chuckling	   when	   Larry	   tells	   him	   that	   Kenneth	   gave	   it	   to	   him	   for	   $5.	   Kenneth	   is	  
regarded	  with	  general	  contempt	  at	  Jimmy’s.	  Joe	  sits	  at	  a	  table,	  takes	  off	  his	  glasses	  and	  
looks	  attentively	  at	  the	  fishing	  wheel.	  Larry	  asks	  whether	  it	  is	  an	  antique	  or	  not.	  They	  sit	  
silently,	  while	  Joe	  tries	  to	  trigger	  the	  wheel’s	  mechanism.	  Larry	  asks,	  “Does	  it	  work?”	  Joe	  
replies	  with	  authority	  that	  it	  is	  too	  old	  to	  work	  but	  it	  is	  not	  old	  enough	  to	  be	  an	  antique.	  
Larry	  asks	  if	  Joe	  would	  be	  interested	  in	  having	  it.	  Joe	  says	  he	  is	  not.	  Larry	  loses	  interest	  
in	  the	  object.	  	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	  Larry	  will	  sometimes	  behave	  with	  a	  sense	  of	  familiarity	  at	  the	  diner	  
and	  Joe	  will	  let	  him	  do	  that	  without	  any	  surprise	  or	  remarks.	  I	  have	  already	  noted	  that	  
Larry	   and	   I,	   and	   a	   few	   other	   regulars,	   are	   allowed	   to	   use	   the	   backdoor	   of	   the	   diner.	  
Similarly,	  Larry	  sometimes	  goes	  in	  the	  kitchen	  to	  talk	  to	  Joe,	  or	  to	  his	  brother,	  or	  behind	  
the	   counter	   to	   get	  milk	   for	   his	   coffee.	   Larry	   does	   not	   see	   the	   diner’s	   backstage	   as	   a	  
space	   he	   cannot	   enter.	  With	   Joe’s	   tacit	   agreement,	   Larry	   sees	   himself	   as	   part	   of	   the	  
backstage	  of	  the	  diner	  (Goffman	  1959).	  	  
If	  Larry	  can	  freely	  cross	  the	  line	  between	  the	  backstage	  and	  the	  front	  stage	  of	  the	  diner,	  
familiarity	   for	   Joe	   is	   the	   permission	   to	   freely	   tease	   Larry	   about	   Larry’s	   economic	  
competences.	  When	   I	  have	  been	  away	   from	   the	  diner	   for	   little	  while,	   Joe	  usually	   tell,	  
me,	  	  when	  I	  come	  back,	  “You’re	  still	  with	  this	  guy?!”,	  pointing	  to	  Larry	  with	  an	  ironic	  and	  
disapproving	   smile	   that	   means	   “What	   a	   waste	   of	   time!”.	   Larry	   doesn’t	   respond	   or	  
responds	   with	   a	   self-­‐demeaning	   joke,	   about	   him	   “being	   a	   juvenile	   delinquent”	   from	  
which	  I	  will	  learn	  nothing.	  One	  day,	  Larry	  was	  on	  the	  phone	  at	  the	  diner	  and	  said	  to	  the	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client	   at	   the	   other	   end	   of	   the	   line	   “Let	   me	   call	   you	   back”.	   Joe,	   who	   was	   sitting	   just	  
behind	  us,	  said,	  “You’re	  a	  liar,	  you	  never	  call	  back”	  and	  laughed.	  
Larry	  and	   Joe	  know	  each	  other	  beyond	   the	  official	   roles	  of	  manager-­‐owner	  of	  a	  diner	  
and	  customer.	  Their	  mutual	   relationship	  extends	  beyond	  the	  official	  categories,	  and	   is	  
fed	  by	   informal	  economic	  dealings,	  exchanges	  and	  mutual	  services.	  The	  sense	  of	  place	  
that	  Larry	  finds	  in	  this	  entanglement	  is	  obvious.	  
THE	  MISERY	  OF	  INFORMAL	  DEALINGS	  
When	  talks	  about	  the	  sale	  of	  Jimmy’s	  Diner	  were	  reported	  to	  me,	  Larry	  stopped	  renting	  
the	  room	  in	  Joe’s	  rooming	  house.	  There	  has	  been	  a	  break-­‐in	  in	  his	  office	  and	  someone	  
stole	  the	  several	  guitars	  that	  Kenneth	  had	  pawned	  to	  Larry.	  	  
A	  few	  week	  after	  the	  break-­‐in,	  I	  ask	  Larry	  if	  he	  misses	  having	  an	  office	  next	  to	  the	  diner.	  
We	  have	  just	  spent	  half	  an	  hour	   in	  the	  diner,	  talking	  with	  people,	   laughing	  and	  having	  
breakfast.	  It	  was	  obviously	  enjoyable	  for	  	  both,	  so	  I	  ask	  Larry	  if	  he	  misses	  the	  time	  when	  
he	  only	  had	  to	  cross	  the	  parking	  lot	  to	  get	  to	  the	  diner	  from	  his	  office.	  
“Don’t	   you	  miss	  your	   little	  office	  over	   there?”	   I	   ask	  pointing	   to	   the	   small	  wood	   frame	  
building	  in	  which	  Joe	  rents	  boarding	  rooms	  illegally.	  
“Nah.	  Nah.	  Not	  at	  all”,	  Larry	  says	  hesitantly,	  “I	  mean…”	  
Silence.	  
“Your	  stuff	  is	  still	  in	  there?”	  I	  ask.	  
“No,	   I	   took	   everything	   out…	   I	   used	   to	   hang	   out	   there.	   I	   enjoyed	   it.	   And	   there	   is	   this	  
fucking	  guy,	  and	  I	  got	  to	  listen	  to	  him	  threatening	  me?	  And	  Joe	  doesn’t	  do	  shit.”	  
“Who	  is	  threatening	  you?”	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“Sharlene’s	  boyfriend	  [who	  rents	  the	  room	  next	  to	  Larry’s	  office].	  She	  was	  fucking	  the	  
[rich]	  old	  man.	  She	  was	  sucking	  his	  dick.	  He	  couldn’t	  get	  a	  hard	  on.	  She	  says	  he	  could	  
never	  get	  an	  erection,	  but	  he	  liked	  it.	  So,	  she	  is	  fucking	  this	  guy,	  because	  she	  needs,	  you	  
know,	  penetration.”	  
“Yeah”	  
“PS.	  [Do]	  I	  need	  this	  fucking	  guy	  break	  in,	  and	  steal?”	  
“No”	  
“I	  don’t	  need	  this	  shit.”	  
“You	  didn’t	  call	  the	  police?”	  
“I	  did!”	  
“And	  they	  didn’t	  do	  shit?	  “	  
“They	  didn’t	  do	  shit.	  Cops	  are	  worthless.”	  
Larry	  misses	  the	  time	  when	  the	  diner	  and	  his	  office	  made	  one	  continuous	  place:	  “I	  used	  
to	  hang	  out	  there,	  I	  enjoyed	  it”,	  he	  says.	  However,	  with	  the	  tenant’s	  threat	  and	  stealing,	  
Larry	  found	  himself	   in	  a	  corner.	  The	  tight	  relationships	  that	  hold	  together	  the	  diner	  to	  
the	   rooming	   house,	   and	   that	   tied	   Joe	   to	   Larry	   in	   a	   felicitous	   relationship	   suddenly	  
became	  a	  burden.	  	  
In	  an	   informal	  economy,	  even	  as	   shallow	  as	   the	  one	   in	  which	   Larry	   is	   involved	   in	  and	  
around	   Jimmy’s	  diner,	   a	   small	   crisis	   triggers	  a	   complex	  process	  of	   selecting	  a	  path	   for	  
action.	   Larry	   weights	   the	   anticipated	   outcome	   of	   each	   option.	   In	   the	   mainstream	  
economy,	  the	  immediate	  reaction	  to	  break-­‐in	  in	  which	  valuable	  goods	  have	  been	  stolen	  
would	   be	   to	   go	   to	   the	   police;	   in	   the	   informal	   economy	   of	   Larry,	   Joe,	   Sharlene	   and	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Sharlene’s	   boyfriend,	   the	   path,	   finally	   chosen	   by	   Larry,	   is	   a	   quiet	   exit	   without	  
intervention	  of	  the	  police.	  
Larry	  could	  not	  pressure	  Sharlene	  to	  intervene	  with	  her	  boyfriend	  –	  he	  had	  already	  tried	  
to	   warn	   her	   against	   him,	   without	   success.	   Besides,	   Larry	   sees	   the	   bond	   of	   sex	   and	  
intimacy,	   which	   links	   Sharlene	   to	   her	   boyfriend,	   as	   a	   powerful	   force	   that	   cannot	   be	  
balanced.	   Larry	   could	  not	   use	   the	  police	   either.	   I	   do	  not	   know	   the	  details	   of	  why	   the	  
police	   did	   not	   intervene	   efficiently,	   but	   it	   is	   clear	   that	   a	   frank	   intervention	   from	   the	  
police	  would	  have	  exposed	  Joe’s	  informal	  economic	  practices	  and	  would	  have	  shed	  light	  
on	   the	   guitars	   that	   Kenneth	   has	   pawned	   to	   Larry	   –	   also	   an	   illegal	   practice,	   because	  
pawnshop	  are	  required	  to	  have	  an	  official	  license.	  Finally,	  Joe	  does	  not	  do	  anything	  for	  
Larry.	  He	   cannot	   solve	   the	   issue	  without	  hurting	  his	  own	   interests.	  He	   is	   all	   the	  more	  
reluctant	  to	  act	  that	  he	  does	  not	  suffer	  directly	  from	  the	  behavior	  of	  his	  tenant.	  Larry,	  
nonetheless,	  resents	  Joe’s	  attitude.	  “Joe	  doesn’t	  do	  shit”	  he	  laments.	  	  
Two	  options	  are	  available	  to	  Larry:	  an	  escalation	  into	  threats	  of	  violence	  or	  a	  quiet	  exit.	  
The	  escalation	  into	  violence	  is	  not	  evoked	  and	  the	  exit	  strategy	  imposes	  itself	  to	  Larry.	  
Especially	  since	  Larry	  can	  use	  Sir	  Kevin’s	  office	  basement,	  which	  is	  across	  the	  street	  from	  
the	  diner.	   Larry	  has	   lived	   there	   for	   two	  years	  after	  his	  divorce	   in	   the	  early	  2000s.	  The	  
exit	   strategy	   also	   avoids	   antagonizing	   Joe.	   Exiting	   quietly,	   Larry	   keeps	   a	   working	  
relationship	  with	  Joe	  who	  is	  trying	  to	  sell	  his	  property.	  	  
The	   only	   significant	   cost	   of	   the	   exit	   strategy	   is,	   in	   fact,	   borne	   by	   Kenneth,	   the	   street	  
corner	  man.	  He	  has	  informally	  pawned	  several	  guitars	  that	  belonged	  to	  him	  and	  his	  two	  
brothers	  for	  a	  meager	  sum.	  Pressed	  by	  the	  lack	  of	  financial	  resources,	  Kenneth	  regularly	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under-­‐prices	  the	  value	  of	  his	  belongings.	  Following	  the	  robbery,	  Larry	  does	  not	  feel	  any	  
obligation	  towards	  Kenneth	  and	  his	  guitars.	  Larry	  puts	  forth	  the	  image	  of	  someone	  who	  
is	   helpless,	   and	   therefore	   has	   no	   outstanding	   obligation	   towards	   Kenneth.	   The	  
emotional	   loss	   for	  Kenneth,	  by	   contrast,	   is	   acute.	   The	  guitars,	   as	  much	  as	  his	  massive	  
record	   collection,	   and	   everything	   that	   is	   related	   to	   music	   embody	   Kenneth’s	   self-­‐
esteem.	  Having	  lost	  them	  for	  very	  little	  money	  depresses	  him.	  	  
A	   few	  months	  after	   the	  break-­‐in,	  Gregory,	  one	  of	  Kenneth’s	  brothers	  and	  a	  successful	  
real	   estate	   man	   with	   whom	   Larry	   works	   regularly,	   finds	   out	   the	   guitars	   have	   been	  
pawned	  to	  Larry	  and	  are	  now	  lost.	  Kenneth	  falls	  deep	  into	  depression	  after	  his	  brother	  
accuses	   him	   of	   stealing	   from	   him.	   He	   talks	   to	   Larry	   about	   committing	   suicide.	   Larry	  
laughs	  at	  him.	  When	  Kenneth	  tries	  to	  call	  him,	  Larry	  shouts	  “Please,	  die	  already!”	  and	  
hangs	  up,	  laughing.	  
Kenneth’s	  distress	  is	  unimportant	  to	  Larry.	  The	  exit	  is	  therefore	  his	  best	  option.	  
DEFERENCE	  IS	  GONE	  
The	  relationship	  between	  Larry	  and	  Joe	  becomes	  more	  contentious	  and	  grows	  thinner	  a	  
few	  weeks	  after	  Larry	  moves	  out	  from	  the	  room.	  	  
The	  consortium	  of	  buyers	  made	  up	  of	  Sir	  Kevin	  and	  Leonard	  cannot	  meet	  Joe’s	  asking	  
price	  of	  $2.5	  million.	   Joe	  believes	   that	  Larry	   is	   trying	   to	   lower	   the	  price	   in	   favor	  of	  Sir	  
Kevin	  and	  Leonard	  with	  whom	  Larry	  works	  regularly.	  Larry	  cannot	  convince	  Joe	  that	  his	  
asking	   price	   is	   above	   market.	   In	   Joe’s	   eyes,	   Larry	   is	   not	   credible	   as	   an	   independent	  
intermediary	   because	   he	   is	   too	   entangled	   into	   the	   economical	   lives	   of	   Sir	   Kevin	   and	  
Leonard	   (Stovel	  and	  Shaw	  2012).	   Joe	  puts	  en	  end	   to	   the	  arrangement	  with	  Larry,	  and	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asks	  a	  Greek	  real	  estate	  broker	  to	  find	  a	  buyer.	  Larry,	  in	  return,	  resents	  that	  Joe	  relies	  on	  
ethnic	  bonds	  for	  making	  business.	  Ethnic	  bonds	  have	  only	  the	  appearance	  of	  solidarity	  
Larry	   argues.	   His	   relationship	   with	   Joe	   should,	   in	   Larry’s	   mind,	   matter	   more	   than	   a	  
shared	   ethnic	   identity	   that	   conveniently	   re-­‐surfaces	   when	   significant	   monetary	  
transactions	  are	  involved.	  As	  often,	  Larry	  predicts	  that	  “Joe	  is	  gonna	  get	  fucked”.	  	  
After	   the	   various	   layers	   of	   economic	   transactions	   between	   Larry	   and	   Joe	   have	   been	  
peeled	   off,	   the	  marks	   of	   deference	   and	   familiarity	   start	   disappearing.	   Every	   Saturday	  
morning	  (and	  sometimes	  even	  during	  the	  week),	  it	  is	  customary	  for	  Larry	  to	  bring	  bagels	  
from	  a	  store	  in	  his	  neighborhood	  that	  enjoys	  a	  great	  reputation	  in	  Brooklyn.	  Larry	  buys	  
bagels	  and	  Joe	  gives	  him	  the	  money	  back.	  The	  transaction	  is	  small.	  It	  involves	  $20	  to	  $30	  
at	  a	  time.	  It	  is,	  however,	  taken	  seriously	  by	  both	  parties	  and	  it	  is	  performed	  with	  great	  
regularity.	  One	  Saturday	  morning,	  Larry	  comes	  to	  the	  diner	  without	  any	  plain	  bagels.	  He	  
has	  only	  other	  more	  exotic	  varieties.	  Larry	  argues	  he	  had	  to	  leave	  the	  store	  before	  the	  
plain	  bagels	  where	  ready	  and	  the	  bagel	  store	  gave	  him	  pumpernickel	  bagels	  instead	  of	  
plain	  bagels.	  	  
Jimmy’s	  cashier	  is	  unhappy	  that	  there	  are	  no	  plain	  bagels.	  Larry	  tries	  to	  laugh	  about	  it	  –	  
but	   the	   cashier	   is	   not	   laughing,	   nor	   is	   Joe.	   The	   cashier	   keeps	   expressing	   loudly	   her	  
frustration.	   She	   pretends	   not	   to	   understand	   what	   such	   odd-­‐looking	   bagels	   are.	  
Pumpernickel	  bagels	  are	  dark	  brown	  bagels.	  They	  are	  much	  less	  popular	  than	  the	  other	  
varieties	  of	  bagels,	  but	   it	   is	  not	  rare	  to	   find	  them	  in	  New	  York.	   It	   is	  difficult	   to	  believe	  
that	   the	  cashier	  has	  never	  seen	  one	  before	  and	  that	  she	  genuinely	  wonders	  what	   it	   is	  
that	  Larry	  brought	  her.	  When	  she	   is	  wondering	  out	   loud	  what	  these	  bagels	  are,	  she	   is	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not	   really	  questioning	   the	  bagels	   themselves;	   she	   is	  questioning	  Larry’s	  actions.	  She	   is	  
asking	  whether	  or	  not	  his	  explanations	  can	  be	  trusted,	  whether	  or	  not	  there	  is	  trickery	  
behind	  them.	  Are	  they	  been	  played	  and	  taken	  for	  fool	  by	  Larry?	  Questioning	  the	  bagels,	  
she	  is	  raising,	  in	  fact,	  doubts	  about	  the	  sincerity	  of	  Larry’s	  behavior	  and	  explanations.	  	  
In	  the	  meantime,	  Larry	  repeats	  several	  times	  “pumpernickel”,	  trying	  to	  make	  it	  sounds	  
funny	   by	   accentuating	   the	   bubbly	   sounds	   of	   the	   word.	   He	   laughs	   so	   hard	   that	   it	  
accentuates	   Joe	  and	  the	  cashier’s	   suspicion	   that	   they	  are	  being	  played,	  now	  that	   they	  
are	  stuck	  with	  ridiculous	  bagels	  that	  are	  difficult	  to	  sell.	  Both	  the	  cashier	  and	  Joe’s	  lack	  
of	  reaction	  to	  Larry’s	  laugh	  is	  chilling.	  It	  illustrates	  how	  seriously	  they	  take	  the	  situation,	  
and	  the	  offense.	  They	  understand	  perfectly	  what	   is	  going	  on:	  Larry	   is	  not	   interested	  in	  
paying	   respect	   to	   the	   diner	   and	   to	   Joe	   anymore.	  Deference	   is	   gone.	   Larry	   and	   I	   even	  
leave	  the	  diner	  before	  the	  cashier	  has	  finished	  talking	  to	  us.	  	  	  
The	   diner	   offers	   a	   space	   and	   a	   social	   life	  where	   symbolic	   gestures	   such	   as	   asking	   the	  
value	  of	  an	  old	  fishing	  wheel	  or	  buying	  pumpernickel	  bagels	  instead	  of	  plain	  bagels	  are	  
understood	  as	  significant	  homage	  or	  slight	  to	  a	  relation	  of	  alliance.	  The	  diner	  functions	  
as	   if	   playing	   a	   prank	   with	   pumpernickel	   bagels	   was	   a	   satisfying	   and	   effective	  
compensation	  for	  being	  excluded	  of	  a	  $2.5	  million	  deal.	  It	  sheds	  a	  powerful	  light	  on	  how	  
the	   partly	   informal	   economic	   life	   of	   the	   local	   entrepreneurs,	   with	   its	   adversarial	   and	  
agonistic	   structure,	   fulfills	   a	   need	   for	   self-­‐esteem	   and	   professional	   recognition.	   If	   the	  
self-­‐esteem	  of	  the	  local	  entrepreneurs	  was	  purely	  based	  on	  their	  economic	  efficacy	  –	  on	  
the	   capacity	   to	  make	  money	  –	   the	   resolution	  of	   the	   conflict	  with	   Joe	  would	  not	   a	   be	  
prank	  made	  of	  pumpernickel	  bagels,	   the	   items	  purchased	   from	  Kenneth	  would	  not	  be	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recycled	  into	  serious	  business	  relationships.	  These	  transactions	  symbolize	  more	  than	  the	  
economic	  value	  of	  the	  objects	  that	  circulate:	  they	  testify	  to	  the	  capacity	  to	  be	  astute	  and	  
to	   be	   ruthless,	   to	   build-­‐up	   alliances	   and	   relation	   of	   dependence.	   Larry	   and	   the	   local	  
entrepreneurs	   feel	   alive	   as	   economic	   actors,	   get	   the	   thrill	   and	   rush	   of	   action,	   the	  
impression	   that	   something	   is	   going	   on,	   when	   they	   piece	   together	   relationships	   of	  
alliance	   and	   when	   they	   dramatically	   untie	   them	   under	   the	   spell	   of	   the	   sudden	  
realization	  that	  no	  one	  can	  be	  trusted.	  In	  a	  world	  whose	  fabric	  is	  always	  endangered	  by	  
distrust,	   creating	   alliances	   and	   dissolving	   them	   are	   the	   most	   charged	   and	   significant	  
actions	  and	  decisions.	  
	  
GESTURING	  TOWARD	  MAFIANESS	  
At	  Jimmy’s	  Diner,	  the	  local	  entrepreneurs	  organize	  their	  world	  and	  their	  self	  so	  that	  they	  
can	   derive	   professional	   self-­‐esteem	   from	   their	   economic	   activity.	   Because	   local	  
entrepreneurs	   develop	   a	   partly	   informal	   economic	   life,	   because	   local	   entrepreneurs	  
cannot	   easily	   and	   immediately	   rely	   on	   middle-­‐call	   [	   -­‐class???]	  and	   working-­‐class	  
strategies	   to	   build	   valued	   selves,	   they	   develop	   representations	   and	   practices	   that	   are	  
only	  partly	  consistent.	  The	  overall	  logic	  of	  these	  representations	  is	  simple:	  if	  the	  world	  is	  
plagued	  by	  distrust	  and	  opportunism,	  making	  it	  into	  this	  world	  becomes	  an	  achievement	  
to	  be	  proud	  of,	  which	  entails	  sheer	  individual	  heroism	  or	  powerful	  alliances.	  There	  are	  
tensions	   in	   these	   representations	   –	   tensions	   between	   various	   forms	   of	   heroism,	  
between	   heroism	   and	   the	   valorization	   of	   alliances,	   between	   the	   depiction	   of	   a	   harsh	  
	   582	  
world	   organized	   around	   distrust	   and	   opportunism	   and	   the	   normalization	   of	   these	  
negative	  qualities	  (Vaughan	  1996).	  
There	   is	  however	  one	  common	  category	   that	  has	  already	  emerged	  and	  plays	  a	  critical	  
role	  in	  the	  making	  of	  professional	  self-­‐esteem	  for	  local	  entrepreneurs.	  It	  is	  the	  category	  
of	   “organized	   crime”,	   and	   the	   associated	   terms	  of	   “mafia”	   and	   “wise	   guy”.	   There	   is	   a	  
common	  belief	  in	  the	  significance	  and	  prestige	  of	  the	  local	  organized	  crime	  of	  Brooklyn	  
among	   the	   local	   entrepreneurs.	   Thin	   connections	   with	   “wise	   guys”	   are	   carefully	  
cultivated	   and	   respectfully	   displayed	   and	   bragged	   about.	   One	   claims	   prestige	   from	  
knowing	  and	  making	  business	  with	  someone	  who	  is	  close	  to	  the	  mafia.	  	  	  
CALEB	  AND	  THE	  LOCAL	  ORGANIZED	  CRIME	  
Since	  he	  arrived	   in	  Brooklyn	  from	  France	  at	   the	  age	  of	  eleven,	  Larry	  had	  several	   loose	  
contacts	  with	  the	  local	  organized	  crime.	  During	  our	  days	  of	  fieldwork	  in	  Brooklyn,	  Larry	  
would	  point	  to	  buildings	  that	  used	  to	  belong	  to	  people	  you	  were	  members	  of	  the	  local	  
organized	  crime,	  and	  would	  tell	  me	  stories	  of	  him	  and	  Bobby,	  one	  of	  his	  closest	  friend	  
since	  his	   teenage	  years,	  hanging	  out	   in	   “social	   clubs”	  belonging	   to	   the	  mafia.	  There	   is	  
some	  nostalgia	  in	  Larry’s	  representation	  of	  the	  organized	  crime	  in	  Brooklyn.	  	  
Recently,	   Larry’s	  main	  connection	   to	   the	  organized	  crime	  has	  been	   through	  a	  criminal	  
lawyer	   called	   Caleb.	   Larry	   and	   Caleb	  met	   in	   the	  mid-­‐2000s	   when	   the	   police	   arrested	  
Larry	   because	   a	   tenant	   claimed	   he	   was	   flashing	   his	   penis	   at	   her.	   Larry	   insists	   he	   is	  
innocent.	   The	   tenant	  was	   lying	   and	   the	  police	   arrested	  him,	   still,	   “to	   get	   overtime”82.	  
Jackie	  Giunta,	   the	   retired	  cop	  and	  now	  a	  private	   investigator,	   gave	  Caleb’s	  number	   to	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82	  About	  the	  role	  of	  overtime	  in	  the	  variations	  of	  rate	  of	  arrest	  at	  the	  local	  level	  see	  Moskos	  2008:121-­‐126	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Larry.	  Caleb	  is	  a	  “top	  notch”	  criminal	  lawyer	  whose	  clients,	  according	  to	  Larry,	  belong	  to	  
the	  organized	  crime83.	  	  
Each	  time	  the	  New	  York	  Post	  reports	  the	  story	  of	  an	  arrest	  or	  a	  killing	  in	  the	  organized	  
crime	  world,	  Larry	  confesses	  to	  me	  with	  a	  smile	  that	  he	  “always	  looks	  for	  Caleb’s	  name”.	  
Caleb	  belongs	  to	  an	  old	  family	  of	   lawyers	  and	  was	  able	  to	  get	  Larry	  out	  of	   jail	   the	  day	  
after	  his	  arrest.	  	  
Caleb	  and	  Larry	  have	  been	  slowly	  and	  cautiously	  developing	  an	  economic	  relationship	  in	  
the	  past	  few	  years.	  When	  Larry	  and	  I	  visit	  Caleb’s	  office	  in	  mid-­‐town	  Manhattan,	  Larry	  
asks	  me	  to	  wait	  outside	  “because	  Caleb	  is	  nervous	  with	  people	  he	  doesn’t	  know”.	  When	  
Larry	   has	   lunch	  with	  Caleb,	   he	   talks	   about	  more	  personal	   topics.	   They	   share	  personal	  
stories	  about	  each	  other’s	  marriage,	  and	  Larry	  would	  extend	  to	  him	  his	  experience	  and	  
“wisdom”	  about	  divorce.	  Larry	  would	  see	  it	  as	  a	  sign	  that	  their	  economic	  relationship	  is	  
becoming	  stronger.	  
The	   nascent	   business	   arrangement	   between	   Caleb	   and	   Larry	   consists	   in	   expanding	  
Caleb’s	   portfolio	   of	   activity	   from	   defending	   criminals	   to	   handling	   their	   real	   estate	  
transactions.	  Many	  of	   the	   criminal	   clients	  of	  Caleb	  have	   sizeable	   real	   estate	  assets.	   In	  
three	  years	  of	  fieldwork,	  I	  have	  seen	  Larry	  involved	  in	  three	  deals	  with	  Caleb.	  Only	  two	  
of	  these	  deals	  implicated	  real	  estate	  assets	  belonging	  to	  individuals	  who	  are	  members	  of	  
Brooklyn’s	  organized	  crime.	  Ironically,	  the	  potentially	  most	  sizeable	  and	  profitable	  deal,	  
which	  in	  the	  end	  fell	  through,	  was	  five	  properties	  that	  belonged	  to	  a	  single	  black	  family	  
who	   had	   no	   relation	   with	   the	   organized	   crime,	   and	   were	   using	   Caleb	   as	   a	   lawyer	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83	  I	  could	  find	  some	  evidence	  backing	  this	  claim	  through	  a	  quick	  on-­‐line	  search.	  Caleb	  is	  cited	  as	  a	  defense	  lawyer	  of	  
an	  individual	  identified	  as	  belonging	  to	  the	  NY	  mafia	  and	  accused	  of	  extorting	  money	  from	  several	  businesses.	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independently	  of	  his	  work	  with	  the	  local	  mafia.	  In	  exchange,	  Larry	  has	  involved	  Caleb	  in	  
his	  business.	  For	  a	  few	  months,	  Andres	  and	  Joel	  were	  defended,	  on	  a	  contingency	  fee,	  
by	  Caleb	  in	  the	  negotiations	  of	  a	  buy-­‐out	  in	  the	  “Harlem	  Deal”.	  	  
Based	  on	  this	  thin	  connection	  with	  the	  local	  mafia,	  Larry	  is	  able	  to	  make	  status	  claims	  of	  
superiority.	  
LAUREN	  CONTESTS	  LARRY’S	  AUTHORITY	  
One	  Saturday	  morning,	  Larry	  and	  I	  meet	  Will	  at	  Jimmy’s.	  Will	   is	  a	  black	  handyman	  and	  
junkman	  with	  whom	  Larry	  works	  regularly.	  Larry	  wants	  to	  coordinate	  for	  an	  important	  
job	  –	  a	  $60,000	  insurance	  fraud	  for	  Martha	  Baker,	  a	  black	  property	  owner	  from	  Jamaica.	  
Unexpectedly,	  Will	  comes	  to	  the	  meeting	  with	  Lauren,	  his	  new	  girlfriend.	  	  
Rapidly	   it	   becomes	   clear	   that	   Lauren’s	   presence	   is	   not	   without	   purpose,	   a	   purpose	  
willfully	   ignored	   by	   Larry	   at	   first.	   Lauren	   is	   there	   to	   push	   Will	   to	   develop	   a	   more	  
equalitarian	  [VOCAB?]	  partnership	  between	  him	  and	  Larry.	  She	  also	  wants	  Larry	  to	  help	  
Will	  become	  a	  landlord,	  in	  order	  for	  him	  to	  move	  beyond	  his	  present	  position.	  Will	  and	  
her	   have	   seen	   a	   small	   run-­‐down	   building	   in	   Central	   Brooklyn	   that	   is	   for	   sale.	   Larry	  
accepts	  to	  see	  what	  he	  can	  do	  for	  them.	  
Having	  noticed	  that	  Lauren	  has	  been	  pushing	  Will	  during	  the	  conversation,	  Larry	  turns	  
his	  attention	  toward	  her.	  
“Sorry,	  what’s	  your	  name	  again?”	  he	  asks.	  
“Lauren”	  
“Where	  are	  you	  from?	  Down	  south?”	  	  
“Down	  south”	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“I	  have	  a	  friend	  of	  mine”,	  says	  Larry,	  “she	  wants	  to	  go	  back	  to	  South	  Carolina.	  Clem	  do	  
you	  remember	  M___	  on	  Macon	  street?	  I’m	  gonna	  sell	  that	  building	  too.	  [turning	  back	  to	  
Lauren]	  I’m	  just	  a	  broker.”	  
“A	  friend	  of	  mine	  just	  bought	  a	  club	  there”,	  Lauren	  says.	  
Larry	   realizes	   he	  has	  misjudged	   Lauren.	   She	   is	   entrepreneurial.	   She	   knows	  other	   local	  
entrepreneurs	  and	  business	  owners.	  Larry	  asks	  her	  if	  she	  knows	  Claude,	  the	  successful	  
plumber	  who	  bought	  a	  club	  in	  East-­‐New	  York.	  She	  does	  not	  know	  him.	  	  
Noticing	  that	  she	  lives	  at	  the	  border	  of	  Brownsville	  and	  Bed-­‐Stuy,	  around	  the	  Broadway	  
Junction	   subway	   stop	   in	   Brooklyn,	   Larry	   tries	   to	   point	   to	   another	   property	   he	   knows	  
well.	  	  
“You	  see	  by	  the	  gas	  station	  on	  ____	  Ave.	  [in	  Brownsville]?”	  he	  asks	  her.	  
“No,	  I	  don’t	  know	  what	  you’re	  talking	  about”,	  she	  says.	  
“There	   are	   a	   few	   stores,	   five	   stores.	   There	   is	   one	   called	   Pawn-­‐Everything,	   they	   pawn	  
jewelry…	  it’s	  a	  pawnshop”	  Larry	  insists.	  
“No	  I	  don’t	  know	  what	  you’re	  talking	  about”	  	  
“No,	  no	  you	  know	  what	  I’m	  talking	  about.	  Right	  across	  the	  gas	  station.	  That	  big	  triangle”	  	  
After	  a	  pause,	  Larry	  adds	  
“That’s	  a	   friend	  of	  mine.	  He	  had	  a	  guy	   in	  there,	  a	  tenant.	   I	  evicted	  him.	  He	  took	  over,	  
because	   he	   owns	   the	   property.	   He	   didn’t	   want	   to	   be	   bothered	   with	   a	   tenant.	   His	  
personality,	  his	  character,	  and	  the	  kind	  of	  work	  he	  does.”	  
Larry	  has	  set	  up	  his	  story	  so	  as	  to	  create	  what	  he	  believes	  is	  an	  interesting	  mystery.	  Larry	  
works	  for	  people	  with	  a	  particular	  “character”,	  “personality”,	  with	  such	  a	  “kind	  of	  work”	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that	  they	  do	  not	  want	  to	  be	  in	  court.	  	  But	  Lauren	  has	  lost	  interest	  in	  what	  Larry	  is	  saying.	  
She	  is	  helping	  Will	  to	  find	  a	  picture	  of	  the	  building	  they	  want	  to	  buy	  on	  his	  phone.	  Larry’s	  
call	  to	  Lauren	  for	  asking	  for	  more	  details	  fails.	  I	  rescue	  Larry	  and	  I	  ask.	  
“What	  happened	  to	  that	  pawnshop?”	  
“Pawn-­‐Everything?	  C’est	  un	  client	  de	  …	  [It’s	  a	  client	  of…]”	  answers	  Larry.	  
“Caleb	  right?”	  I	  say.	  
“Oui.	  He	  moved	  out.	  Alors	  lui	  il	  me	  dit,	  ‘Prend	  une	  montre	  d’ici’.	  [So	  he	  tells	  me.	  ‘Take	  a	  
watch	  from	  the	  pawnshop’.	   I	   took	  the	  best	  watch	   I	  was	   looking	  at.	  He	  said	   ‘You	  know	  
how	  to	  choose	  don’t	  you?	  You	  took	  the	  best	  one,	  everybody	  wants	  it’.	  	  And	  I	  put	  it	  on.”	  
I	  do	  not	  understand	  Larry	  cryptic	  story.	  I	  ask	  him:	  
“Caleb	  told	  you	  that?”	  
	  “No”	  
“Oh,	  the	  tenant?”	  I	  ask,	  surprised.	  
“Non	  non	  il	  me	  dit,	  [no,	  no	  he	  told].	  He	  gave	  me	  cigars,	  expensive	  wines”,	  says	  Larry,	  still	  
being	  mysterious.	  
“But	  who	  is	  ‘he’?	  Caleb’s	  client?”	  
“Yeah.	  Because	  he	  owns	   the	  building.	  He	  gives	  me	   five	  C-­‐notes.	   I	   said	   ‘But	   I	  didn’t	  do	  
shit’.	  I	  didn’t	  really	  do	  much.	  No	  he	  was	  happy.	  You	  see	  je	  ne	  veux	  pas	  être…	  	  too	  basse-­‐
classe	  [I	  don’t	  wanna	  be…	  too	  low-­‐class].	  When	  I	  bring	  talent	  I	  want	  to	  get	  paid.	  When	  I	  
do	  my	  work.	  But	  when	  I	  didn’t	  do	  too	  much.	  	  Je	  ne	  peux	  pas	  être	  un	  schnorrer	  pour	  10-­‐
20	  dollars.	  [I	  can’t	  be	  a	  schnorrer	  for	  10-­‐20	  dollars]”	  
“the	  owner	  he	  was…?”	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Larry	  puts	  his	  finger	  on	  his	  nose	  and	  twists	  it	  toward	  the	  left	  –	  a	  common	  understanding	  
for	  mafia	  –	  he	  says:	  
“Oui	  il	  est	  [yes	  he	  is].	  Caleb	  wanted	  to	  pay	  me.	  I	  said	  ‘No	  Caleb’.	  Because	  Caleb	  charges	  
[the	  mafia]	  pretty	  well.	  Caleb	  is	  a	  five	  hundred	  an	  hour	  lawyer.	  	  He	  gets	  it.	  The	  problem	  
[is	   that]	  he	  doesn’t	  have	  enough	  time,	  he	   is	  so	  busy.	  So	  busy	  he	  doesn’t	  have	  enough	  
time.”	  
Larry	  is	  so	  proud	  to	  work	  for	  a	  “wise	  guy”	  that	  he	  does	  not	  make	  him	  pay	  for	  his	  work.	  	  
Larry	  takes	  10%	  from	  Will	  or	  Andres	  when	  he	  sources	  a	  small	  repair	  job	  for	  them,	  but	  he	  
does	  not	  want	  Caleb’s	  client	  to	  pay	  him	  for	  the	  work	  he	  has	  done	  evicting	  the	  tenant	  of	  
his	  building.	  Larry	  works	  for	  free	  because	  he	  is	  remunerated	  symbolically.	  He	  can	  make	  
claim	  of	  status	  and	  prestige	  by	  being	  tied	  to	  the	  Mafia.	  	  
Sadly	  for	  Larry,	  I	  am	  the	  only	  one	  interested	  in	  his	  story.	  He	  describes	  his	  encounter	  with	  
the	  “wise	  guy”	  with	  all	  the	  sensual	  details	  that	  testify	  he	  came	  in	  close	  in	  contact	  with	  
someone	  of	  sacred	  value	  and	  endowed	  with	  charismatic	  powers.	  Larry	  recalls	  vividly	  the	  
gift	  of	  the	  wine,	  the	  watch,	  the	  cigars,	  the	  recognition	  by	  the	  wise	  guy	  of	  Larry’s	  value.	  
Larry	  wants	  to	  be	  known	  by	  the	  mafia	  beyond	  the	  limits	  of	  his	  own	  economic	  role.	  He	  
wants	  his	  own	  personhood	  to	  share	  the	  sacredness	  that	  Larry	  attributes	  to	  wise	  guys.	  
MEETING	  WISE	  GUYS	  AT	  THE	  BROOKLYN	  HOUSING	  COURT	  
Larry	   and	   I	   are	   at	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court	   for	   a	   case.	   In	   the	   hallways	   of	   the	  
courthouse	  Larry	  stumbles	  upon	  a	  man	  probably	  in	  his	  60s,	  named	  Frank,	  and	  his	  son,	  a	  
younger	  man	   in	   his	   30s.	   They	   are	   accompanied	   by	   a	   lawyer	  whom	   Larry	   knows	  well,	  
named	  Mike.	  Larry	  knows	  Frank	  from	  the	  early	  1980s	  when	  Larry	  started	  his	  real	  estate	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career.	   Frank	   gave	   Larry	   one	  of	   his	   first	  mandates	   as	   a	   real	   estate	  broker.	   Previously,	  
Larry	  was	  working	  as	  a	  guard	  at	  the	  Brooklyn	  Navy	  Yard	  and	  intermittently	  in	  a	  menial	  
job	  at	  a	  major	  liquor	  warehouse	  in	  Brooklyn,	  in	  which	  Larry’s	  brother	  had	  a	  union	  job.	  	  
Later	   that	   day,	   Larry	   tells	   me	   that	   Frank	   was	   a	   capo	   for	   one	   of	   the	   New	   York	   crime	  
families.	  	  	  
Today	   Frank	   is	   in	   court	   because	   his	   son	   owns	   a	   house	   and	   he	   has	   a	   tenant,	   a	   white	  
woman,	  he	  is	  in	  a	  conflict	  with.	  She	  came	  to	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  court	  with	  her	  sister.	  
They	   are	   probably	   in	   their	   forties.	   They	   are	   slim,	   wearing	   sweat	   pants	   and	  matching	  
hoodies	  and	  have	  sunglasses	  to	  hold	  their	  hair.	  	  
At	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court,	  Larry	  immediately	  takes	  the	  role	  of	  an	  informal	  advisor	  
to	  the	  case.	  Mike,	  the	  lawyer,	  lets	  him	  interfere	  and	  discuss	  freely	  with	  his	  clients.	  Larry	  
keeps	  saying	  that	  they	  should	  go	  to	  trial.	  Frank’s	  son	  sings	  the	  usual	  songs	  that	  landlords	  
sings.	  The	  system	  is	  insane.	  The	  tenants	  can	  stay	  in	  apartments	  even	  if	  they	  do	  not	  pay	  
rent.	  	  
Our	   group	   of	   five	   is	   becoming	   loud	   and	   excited.	   We	   are	   storming	   back	   and	   forth	  
between	  the	  courtroom	  and	  the	  hallways.	  Our	  group	  adds	  a	  higher	  degree	  of	  intensity	  
to	   the	   ongoing	   amorphous	   social	   life	   of	   the	   hallways.	   In	   the	   crowded	   and	   bustling	  
hallways,	   John	   the	   lawyer,	   Frank	   and	   his	   son,	   and	   Larry	   and	   I	   constitute	   an	   imposing	  
group.	  As	  we	  become	   louder,	   Larry	   starts	   insulting	   the	   two	  women	  –	  but	   in	  his	   usual	  
oblique	  way.	  Talking	  to	  the	  father,	  the	  son	  and	  the	  lawyer,	  he	  says	  loud	  enough	  for	  the	  
two	  women	  to	  hear	  it,	  that	  they	  are	  “leech”,	  “scata”	  and	  “putz”84.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84	  “Scata”	  is	  Greek	  for	  “piece	  of	  shit”	  and	  “Putz”	  is	  a	  Yiddish	  insult,	  equivalent	  to	  “scum	  bag”.	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The	  hallways	  of	  the	  Brooklyn	  are	  so	  narrow	  that	  Larry’s	  trick	  works.	  The	  tenant’s	  sister	  
loses	  control	  of	  herself.	  She	  loudly	  replies	  to	  Larry’s	  invectives.	  When	  moving	  out	  from	  
the	  courtroom	  to	  the	  narrow	  hallways	  that	   lead	  to	  the	  more	  spacious	  hall	  next	   to	  the	  
elevators,	   the	  tenant’s	  sister	  and	  Larry	  are	  side-­‐by-­‐side.	   I	  am	  four	  feet	  ahead	  of	  them,	  
and	   John,	   Frank	  and	  his	   son	  are	   four	   feet	   ahead	  of	  me.	   The	   shouting	  match	  between	  
Larry	  and	  the	  sister	  escalates.	  The	  tenant’s	  sister	  refers	  explicitly	  to	  the	  air	  of	  Mafia-­‐ness	  
Larry	   and	   the	  others	  displayed	   in	   court.	   She	  yells	   that	   she	   is	  not	   afraid	  of	   the	   “Italian	  
bullshit”	  of	  the	  “eighties”.	  
When	  entering	   the	  bigger	  public	  hall,	   Larry	   suddenly	   grasps	   the	   tenant’s	   sister	  by	   the	  
collar,	  and	  raises	  his	  fist	  in	  the	  air	  to	  punch	  the	  woman	  in	  the	  face.	  He	  stops	  short	  of	  it.	  
The	  tenant’s	  sister	  is	  screaming.	  Larry	  takes	  me	  by	  the	  sleeve	  and	  we	  immediately	  exit	  
the	  hall,	  without	  a	  word	  to	  Frank,	  his	  son	  and	  John.	  We	  take	  the	  emergency	  staircase	  
next	  to	  the	  elevators	  (the	  elevators	  at	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court	  are	  notoriously	  slow),	  
we	  go	  down	  five	  stories	  and	  we	  leave	  the	  building.85	  
When	  we	  are	  in	  the	  streets	  outside	  the	  Brooklyn	  Housing	  Court,	  in	  downtown	  Brooklyn,	  
I	  ask	  Larry	  what	  was	  going	  on.	  Surprised	  by	  what	  just	  happened,	  I	  want	  Larry	  to	  explain	  
himself	  or	  his	  behavior.	  But	  Larry	  does	  not	  do	   it.	   Larry	   is	  amazed	  by	  how	  unconscious	  
the	   two	   the	  women	   are,	   screaming,	   insulting	   and	   not	   paying	   the	   rent	   to	   these	  men.	  
“They’re	  gonna	  end	  up	  crippled	  in	  a	  wheel	  chair”	  he	  prophesizes	  several	  times,	  in	  spite	  
of	  my	  incredulous	  “no,	  really?”	  	  I	  try	  to	  get	  more	  information	  from	  Larry,	  but	  all	  he	  does	  
is	  to	  keep	  repeating	  that	  they	  are	  just	  “fucking	  with”	  the	  wrong	  people	  and	  they	  do	  not	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85	   I	  have	   lost	   the	   field	  notes	  of	   that	  day,	  and	  many	  of	   that	  period	  because	   I	  mishandled	   the	   file.	  The	  event	   is	   thus	  
written	  from	  memory	  a	  few	  months	  after	  the	  fact.	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even	  know	  it.	  For	  Larry,	  it	  is	  almost	  as	  if	  he	  had	  given	  them	  a	  wake-­‐up	  call,	  a	  signal	  about	  
the	  real	  nature	  of	   the	  situation	   in	  which	  they	  are	  embedded,	  and	  of	  which	  they	  seem	  
unaware.	  He	   almost	   conceives	   his	   unfinished	   violent	   gesture	   as	   a	   communicative	   act,	  
meant	  to	  force	  them	  to	  change	  their	  perspective	  on	  the	  situation.	  
Like	  Rob	  at	  the	  start	  of	  the	  chapter,	  Larry	  gets	  too	  excited	  about	  his	  proximity	  with	  the	  
local	  organized	  crime	  and	  their	  supposed	  ways	  of	  handling	  conflict	   in	  a	  partly	   informal	  
economy.	  Both	  men	  act	  on	  the	  transient	  fantasy	  that	  they	  are	  one	  of	  them.	  But	  they	  are	  
not.	   Organized	   crime	   is	   a	   positive	   referent.	   It	   constitutes	   the	   excellence	   of	   the	   local	  
entrepreneur’s	   work	   and	   social	   position	   in	   the	   local	   economic	   circuits	   of	   low-­‐income	  
minority	   neighborhoods.	   But	   they	   cannot	   emulate	   the	   organized	   crime	   and	   the	   wise	  
guys.	  They	  are	  gesturing	  toward	  these	  categories,	  without	  being	  entitled	  to	  claim	  them.	  
The	  “mafia”	  is	  at	  once	  too	  close	  and	  too	  far	  away.	  Because	  they	  really	  know	  what	  and	  
who	  wise	  guys	  are,	   they	  can	  only	  gesture	  pathetically	   towards	   these	  notions,	   to	  claim	  
some	  kind	  of	  secondary	  affiliation,	  cousins	  of	  a	  lesser	  degree	  and	  purity.	  	  
Local	   entrepreneurs	   have	   no	   shared	   vocabulary	   and	   categories	   to	   describe	   positively	  
who	   they	   are.	   They	   point	   pathetically	   to	   what	   they	   believe	   is	   the	   closest	   positive	  
approximation	   of	   their	   position	   –	   to	   immediately	   denounce	   their	   inferior	   status	   in	  
comparison	  this	  high	  standard.	  Larry	  and	  the	  other	  entrepreneurs	  do	  not	  constitute	  an	  
underworld	  with	  its	  neat	  rituals,	  its	  clear	  vocabulary,	  as	  described	  by	  the	  early	  Chicago	  
School.	   Their	   professional	   self-­‐esteem	   is	   an	   unsatisfactory	   assemblage	   of	   various	  
themes.	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CONCLUSION	  
The	  present	  chapter	  provides	  a	  renewed	  understanding	  of	  the	  kind	  of	  economic	  actors	  
that	   populate	   the	   life	   of	   the	   poor	   and	   near-­‐poor	   minorities.	   It	   also	   takes	   a	   fresh	  
perspective	   on	   the	   role	   of	   semi-­‐public	   places	   in	   structuring	   neighborhood’s	   life.	   It	  
articulates	  two	  social	  processes.	  	  
On	   the	   one	   hand,	   local	   entrepreneurs	   are	   in	   search	   of	   a	   symbolic	   construction	   from	  
which	  they	  can	  derive	  professional	  self-­‐esteem.	  The	  economic	  culture	   I	  have	  observed	  
sheds	  new	  light	  on	  the	  overtones	  of	  aggressiveness	  in	  the	  economic	  life	  of	  low-­‐income	  
minority	  areas.	  A	  door	  that	   is	  banged	  as	  a	  cop	  would	  do	  early	  on	  a	  Saturday	  morning,	  
footsteps	   that	  are	   too	  vigorous,	   impulsive	  bodily	  moves,	   yelling	   instead	  of	   talking	  and	  
other	  expressive	  behavioral	  cues	   that	  say	  “don’t	   fuck	  with	  me!”	  are	   layered	  on	   top	  of	  
the	   economic	   life	   of	   the	   poor	   and	   near-­‐poor.	   These	   behavioral	   cues	   reflect	   back	   and	  
shed	   a	   positive	   glow	   onto	   the	   sense	   of	   self	   of	   the	   local	   entrepreneurs	   embedded	   in	  
economic	  circuits	  of	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  The	  literature	  has	  emphasized	  
the	   community-­‐like	   bonds	   that	   tie	   local	   entrepreneurs	   to	   the	   population	   they	   make	  
money	  from	  (Drake	  and	  Cayton	  1945;	  Portes	  and	  Sensenbrenner	  1993;	  Venkatesh	  2006;	  
Wilson	  and	  Portes	  1980),	  and	  the	  careful	  avoidance	  of	   inter-­‐racial	  conflicts	   (Bonaccich	  
1973;	   Light	   and	   Bonacich	   1988;	   Lee	   2002).	   Both	   perspectives	   underplay	   the	   tensed	  
texture	  of	  ordinary	  economic	  relationships	  and	  the	  quick	  shifts	  from	  apparent	  politeness	  
to	  outburst	  of	  incivility	  I	  have	  observed.	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On	   the	  other	  hand,	  as	  a	   semi-­‐public	  place,	   Jimmy’s	  Diner	  offers	   the	  opportunity	   for	  a	  
relatively	   free	   and	   stylized	   collective	   life	   to	   emerge.	   The	   scholarship	   on	   semi-­‐public	  
spaces,	   such	   as	   diners,	   cafes,	   barbershops,	   bowling	   alleys,	   boxing	   gyms,	   relies	   on	   a	  
variety	   of	   inside/outside	   dialectic.	   Unpacking	   this	   dialectic,	   scholars	   show	   the	   latent	  
functions	   fulfilled	  by	   these	  places	  on	   top	  of	   their	   official	   functions	  of	  providing	   goods	  
and	   services	   to	   a	   local	   population	   (Merton	   1967).	   The	   “hidden”	   roles	   documented	  by	  
the	   literature	   are,	   for	   instance,	   to	   foster	   needed	   trustful	   social	   connections	   (Putnam	  
2000,	   Small	   2009),	   to	   enforce	   local	   norms	   of	   public	   behaviors	   (Jacobs	   1961,	   Sanchez-­‐
Jankowski	  2008)	  or	  to	  provide	  a	  safe	  haven	  where	  a	  highly-­‐local	  escapist	  culture	  can	  be	  
built	   up	   in	  opposition	   to	   the	  neighborhood’s	  daily	   life	   (Anderson	  1973,	  Duneier	   1992,	  
Grazian	   2003,	   Wacquant	   2004).	   The	   collective	   life	   at	   Jimmy’s	   is	   different.	   It	   is	   best	  
understood	  as	  a	  dialectic	  between	  an	  outside	  opaque	  world	  and	   inside	  greater	  clarity.	  
The	  collective	  life	  inside	  Jimmy’s	  is	  not	  an	  escapist	  culture,	  local	  entrepreneurs	  are	  too	  
pragmatic	  for	  that;	  nor	  it	  is	  based	  on	  utilitarian	  goals,	  local	  entrepreneurs	  are	  well	  aware	  
that	  the	  significant	  issues	  in	  their	  economic	  life	  cannot	  be	  solved	  within	  the	  walls	  of	  the	  
diner.	  The	  collective	  life	  acts	  as	  a	  magnifying	  glass	  that	  enables	  the	  local	  entrepreneurs	  
to	   have	   a	   crisper	   experience	   of	   their	   neighborhood	   environment	   and	   the	   economic	  
world	   they	   live	   in.	   Drawing	   inspiration	   from	   Geertz’s	   anthropology	   of	   rites	   and	  
ceremonies	   (1973	   a,	   b,	   c),	   I	   understand	   the	   effect	   of	   the	   diner	   on	   the	   life	   of	   local	  
entrepreneurs	  as	  a	  catalyst	  of	  greater	  reflexivity.	  The	  entrepreneurs	  get	  a	  more	  precise	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and	   a	   more	   positive	   understanding	   of	   their	   situation	   in	   the	   world	   through	   their	  
participation	  to	  the	  diner’s	  collective	  life86.	  	  
In	   a	   nutshell,	   Jimmys’	   Diner	   articulates	   Larry	   and	   the	   other	   local	   entrepreneurs.	  
“Articulation”	  is	  taken	  in	  its	  two	  senses	  of	  connection	  and	  clarification.	  Larry	  and	  other	  
local	  entrepreneurs	  connect	  with	  each	  other	  at	  the	  diner.	  They	  form	  a	  collective.	  Inside	  
the	  diner,	  they	  produce	  experiences	  for	  themselves	  that	  are	  qualitatively	  different	  from	  
their	   life	  outside	   the	  diner.	   In	   such	  experiences,	   the	   regulars	  clarify	  –	  articulate	   in	   the	  
second	  sense	  –	  their	  predicaments	  and	  give	  them	  a	  positive	  spin.	  The	  social	   life	  at	  the	  
diner	  “articulates”	  Larry.	  This	  is	  why	  Larry	  keeps	  coming	  back	  to	  Jimmy’s.	  It	  is	  a	  striking	  
illustration	   of	   Geertz	   famous	   dictum	   “man	   is	   an	   animal	   suspended	   in	   webs	   of	  
significance	  he	  himself	   spun”	   (1973:5	  a).	  The	  web	  of	   significance	  excavated	  here	   is	  an	  
economic	  culture	  where	  incivility	  plays	  a	  critical	  role.	  
Larry	  is	  aware	  of	  the	  specificity	  of	  the	  social	  life	  at	  Jimmy’s.	  He	  says	  laughingly	  that	  “this	  
is	   Jimmy’s!	  This	   is	   the	  place!”	  when	  Rob	  makes	   threats	  over	   the	  phone.	  Finally,	  when	  
reflecting	  back	  to	  when	  he	  had	  an	  office	  next	  to	  the	  diner,	  he	  tells	  me	  with	  nostalgia	  “I	  
used	  to	  hang	  out	  there.	   I	  enjoyed	   it”.	  These	  marks	  of	  enjoyment	  show	  the	  power	  and	  
role	  of	   the	   culture	  of	   the	  diner	   in	   the	  production	  of	  professional	   self-­‐esteem	   for	   local	  
entrepreneurs.	  Larry	  enjoys	  Jimmy’s	  because	  he	  can	  make	  the	  joyful	  experience	  of	  how	  
hard	  the	  world	  he	  lives	  in	  is.	  
	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86	  See	  Lindemann	  2013:9-­‐10	  for	  a	  related	  argument.	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CONCLUSION:	  HOW	  GENERAL	  IS	  IT?	  
	  
IN	  SUM…	  
This	   work	   has	   addressed	   one	   question	   and,	   while	   answering	   it,	   it	   has	   made	   an	  
unexpected	  discovery.	  	  
The	  question	  is:	  Can	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  urban	  areas	  be	  reduced	  
to	  its	  institutionalized	  division	  of	  labor	  into	  several	  formal	  economic	  roles?	  The	  response	  
is	  that	  next	  to	  an	  institutionalized	  segment,	  exists	  a	  “predatory”	  segment	  of	  the	  housing	  
market	   in	   these	   neighborhoods.	   In	   the	   second	   segment,	   institutionally-­‐proscribed	  
modes	   of	   making	   money	   are	   common,	   formal	   economic	   roles	   are	   transformed,	   the	  
boundary	   between	   fair	   and	   unfair	   business	   practices	   is	   redrawn,	   and	   the	   texture	   of	  
ordinary	  economic	   transactions	   is	  not	  one	  of	  middle-­‐class	  doux-­‐commerce,	  but	  one	  of	  
incivility.	  Following	  the	  housing	  actors	  I	  have	  studied,	  this	  second	  segment	  can	  be	  called	  
the	  “housing	  game”,	  while	  the	  term	  “housing	  market”	  applies	  to	  transactions	  that	  abide	  
by	   the	   institutionalized	   view	   of	   the	   market	   that	   the	   regulatory	   framework	   tries	   to	  
enforce.	  
The	  unexpected	  discovery	   is	   that	  the	  housing	  game	  connects	   in	  particular	  ways	  to	  the	  
local	   social	   life	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	   It	   sheds	   light	  on	  a	   structure	  of	  
relations	  that	  organizes,	  in	  part,	  the	  proximate	  economic	  life	  of	  the	  poor	  and	  near-­‐poor	  
minorities.	  This	  structure	  is	  a	  set	  of	  patron-­‐clients	  ties.	  It	  is	  associated	  with	  a	  particular	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experience	  of	  poverty	  and	  near-­‐poverty,	  in	  which	  the	  world	  is	  seen	  as	  full	  of	  concealed	  
riches	  that	  can	  be	  unlocked	  through	  personal	  yet	  distrustful	  relations	  of	  dependency.	  In	  
this	  perspective,	  what	  is	  obliterated	  is	  the	  marginality	  from	  larger	  formal	  organizations	  
and	  bureaucracies	  of	  the	  people	  I	  have	  studied.	  
This	  quick	  summary	  overemphasizes	  how	  ordered	  the	  housing	  game	  is.	  It	  gives	  the	  false	  
impression	  of	  an	  underworld,	  of	  a	   sub	  economic	   system,	  with	   its	  own	  parallel	   culture	  
and	  practices.	  The	  real	  mode	  of	  existence	  of	  this	  economic	  world	  has	  less	  consistency.	  
The	   housing	   game	   is	   a	   deviation	   from	   the	   institutionalized	   housing	  market,	   in	   which	  
small	   and	   independent	   housing	   actors	   create	   a	   specific	   position	   for	   themselves.	   This	  
position	  gives	  more	  a	  perspective	  on	  one’s	  own	  economic	  life	  than	  access	  to	  a	  full	  and	  
well-­‐lubricated	  economic	  system	  to	  extract	  money.	  The	  housing	  game	  gives	  a	  sense	  of	  
self-­‐efficacy	  and	  fights	  the	  experience	  of	  helplessness	  that	  marks	  these	  actors’	  economic	  
life	   when	   they	   rely	   on	   the	   institutionalized	   housing	   market.	   Beyond	   the	   scams,	   the	  
predatory	  attempts,	  the	  shouts	  and	  the	  insults	  in	  Housing	  Court,	  beyond	  the	  moralizing	  
discourses	  about	  who	  “abuses	  the	  system”	  and	  who	  deserves	  to	  be	  “fucked”,	  beyond	  all	  
this	  gesticulation,	  there	  is	  the	  nagging	  feeling	  of	  being	  stalled	  and	  being	  still	  determined	  
by	  the	  forces	  of	  the	  system	  that	  one	  tries	  to	  escape	  through	  the	  housing	  game.	  	  
RE-­‐READING	  GENTRIFICATION,	  HOUSING	  VOUCHERS	  POLICY	  AND	  THE	  SUBPRIME	  CRISIS	  
Uncovering	   the	   housing	   game	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	   neighborhoods	   helps	   seeing	  
common	  topics	  in	  the	  sociology	  of	  housing	  in	  a	  slightly	  different	  light.	  	  
First,	   gentrification	   cannot	   be	   seen	   as	   resulting	   only	   in	   displacements	   of	   low-­‐income	  
tenants	   and	   in	   increased	  wealth	   of	   property	   owners	   and	   landlords.	   There	   is	   a	   whole	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local	  economic	  system	  that	  is	  displaced	  by	  gentrification.	  Larry’s	  clique	  has	  no	  role	  in	  the	  
gentrified	  neighborhood.	   It	   is	  displaced	  as	  well,	   even	   if,	   in	   the	  process,	   the	   clique	  has	  
made	   some	  money	   for	   itself.	   It	   is	   an	   insight	   that	   is	   consistent	   with	   one	   of	   the	  most	  
controversial	   articles	   in	   the	   field,	   Freeman	   and	   Braconi’s	   Gentrification	   and	  
Displacements	   (2004).	   In	   the	   last	   part	   of	   the	   article,	   the	   authors	   unveil	   how	   they	  
conceive	   the	   housing	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods	   in	   gentrification,	  
without	  much	   data	   to	   back	   their	   picture.	   They	   describe	   gentrifying	   neighborhoods	   as	  
uneven	   spaces	   where	   different	   highly	   local	   housing	   markets	   target	   different	  
populations.	   This	   heterogeneity	   subsists	   until	   gentrification	   erases	   niche	   markets,	  
making	   an	   area	   more	   uniformly	   middle-­‐class.	   My	   work	   presents	   a	   picture	   that	   is	  
consistent	   with	   the	   one	   of	   Freeman	   and	   Braconi.	   The	   housing	  market	   in	   low-­‐income	  
minority	   is	   indeed	   segmented.	   But	   it	   advances	   beyond	   Freeman	   and	   Braconi’s	  
suggestions	   by	   highlighting	   that	   segmentation	   is	   not	   only	   about	   target-­‐populations,	  
between	  gentrifiers	  and	  low-­‐income	  old-­‐timers;	  but	  also	  between	  the	  “housing	  market”	  
and	  “housing	  game”.	  	  
Second,	  the	  literature	  about	  section	  8	  housing	  vouchers	  puts	  at	  its	  centers	  the	  question	  
of	  choice.	  Do	  low-­‐income	  families	  use	  housing	  vouchers	  to	  live	  in	  neighborhoods	  more	  
diverse	   racially	   and	   economically	   than	   equivalent	   families	   without	   vouchers?	   The	  
literature	   tends	   to	   say	   yes	   (Turner	   2003),	   even	   if	   more	   thorough	   experiments	   cast	   a	  
doubt	  on	  this	  result	  (see	  MTO	  experiment	  in	  Souza-­‐Briggs	  et	  al.	  2010).	  The	  present	  work	  
shifts	   the	   question	   from	  where	   low-­‐income	   families	  with	   vouchers	   live	   to	   the	   kind	   of	  
economic	  relations	  they	  face.	  If	  we	  assume	  that	  housing	  vouchers	  exist	  in	  replacement	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of	   project-­‐based	   subsidies,	   one	   of	   the	   dimensions	   for	   assessing	   the	   “success”	   of	   the	  
policy	   is	   not	   only	   to	   look	   at	   the	   neighborhoods	   people	   live	   in,	   but	   also	   the	   kind	   of	  
economic	   relations	   thy	   know	   face,	   the	   kind	   of	   stress	   it	   creates	   on	   their	   daily	   life,	   the	  
uncertainty	   it	   creates.	   There	   is	   a	   shy	   acknowledgement	   by	   scholars	   that	   it	   is	   an	  
important	  dimension	  of	  the	  program	  when	  they	  ask	  to	  pair	  the	  section	  8	  program	  with	  
counseling	   of	   families	   for	   how	   to	   find	   an	   apartment	   and	   how	   to	   deal	   with	   landlords	  
(Turner	  2003).	  
Third,	  this	  work	  pushed	  for	  a	  more	  nuanced	  view	  of	  the	  subprime	  crisis	   in	   low-­‐income	  
minority	  areas.	  A	  common	  narrative	  is	  one	  where	  predatory	  lending	  was	  the	  necessary	  
child	  of	  redlining,	  meaning	  of	  past	  discrimination	  on	  the	  mortgage	  market.	  The	   lack	  of	  
habits	   in	   handling	   mortgages	   in	   these	   neighborhoods	   and	   the	   desire	   for	   ownership	  
would	  explain	  why	  local	  families	  got	  duped	  by	  subprime	  lenders	  and	  mortgage	  brokers.	  I	  
suggest	  a	  slightly	  different	  view,	  which	  is	  not	  exclusive	  from	  the	  dominant	  perspective.	  
The	  subprime	  lenders	  found	  a	  housing	  market	  already	  organized	  around	  shady	  dealings,	  
little	  information,	  and	  informality.	  	  
HOW	  GENERAL	  IS	  IT?	  
The	   present	   research	   relies	   on	   long-­‐term	   fieldwork	  within	   a	   predatory	  machine.	   How	  
common	  are	  predatory	  machines?	  How	  sizeable	   is	  the	  housing	  game	  in	  comparison	  to	  
the	  housing	  market?	  
I	  offer	  two	  basic	  answers	  to	  these	  questions	  and	  a	  more	  sophisticated	  one.	  
First,	   Larry’s	   clique	   fits	   within	   the	   local	   field	   of	   housing	   actors.	   The	   basic	   idioms	   that	  
organize	  Larry’s	  economic	  life	  are	  mostly	  understood	  by	  local	  actors,	  organizations	  and	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institutions.	  He	  is	  not	  an	  outcast	  and	  he	  is	  able	  to	  survive	  in	  a	  competitive	  social	  milieu.	  
In	   addition,	   the	   people	   he	   aggregates	   around	   him	   in	   the	   clique	   voluntary	   affiliate	  
themselves.	   The	   milieu	   is	   then	   not	   unfavorable	   to	   the	   emergence	   and	   a	   relatively	  
durable	   life	   of	   organizations	   like	   Larry’s	   clique.	   It	   is	   telling	   that	   in	   the	   Harlem	   Deal,	  
Larry’s	  clique	  meets	  another	  predatory	  machine:	  Larry’s	  clique	  is	  not	  alone.	  
Second,	  all	  along	   this	  work,	   I	   showed	  data	  collected	   independently	   from	  this	   study	  by	  
other	  scholars,	  journalists,	  and	  community	  advocates.	  These	  data	  indicate	  that	  the	  kind	  
of	  behaviors	  associated	  with	  Larry	  and	  the	  clique	  have	  been	  observed	  in	  similar	  settings	  
and	   situations	   under	   more	   extreme	   forms.	   The	   FBI	   has	   revealed	   corruption	   at	   the	  
highest	   level	   of	   HPD,	   incivility	   at	   the	   Brooklyn	   Housing	   Court	   has	   been	   reported	   by	  
community	  activists,	  predatory	  practices	  are	  constantly	  denounced	  by	  local	  Community	  
Based	  Organizations.	  The	  violent	  and	  contentious	  nature	  of	  the	  housing	  market	  in	  low-­‐
income	  minority	  neighborhoods	   is	   strikingly	   illustrated	   in	   the	  murder	  of	   landlord	   from	  
the	   Jewish	   Orthodox	   Satmar	   community	   of	   South	   Williamsburg	   in	   Brooklyn	   during	  
Winter	   201487.	   When	   Andres	   made	   the	   prediction	   that	   Larry	   would	   end	   up	   dead	  
because	   of	   his	   dealings,	   his	   words	   seemed	   foolish	   to	  me.	   Even	   if	   Larry	   is	   involved	   in	  
dealings	   of	   a	   lesser	   amount	   than	   the	   murdered	   victim,	   Andres’	   prophecy	   has	   now	  
acquired	   more	   reality	   and	   weight.	   It	   is	   naïve,	   I	   believe,	   not	   to	   connect	   these	   facts	  
together.	  They	  are	  the	  emerging	  tip	  of	  an	  iceberg.	  Larry’s	  clique	  is	  one	  of	  the	  numerous	  
parts	   that	   constitute	   the	   iceberg’s	   underwater	   body	   –	   and	   the	   whole	   iceberg	   is	   the	  
housing	  game.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
87	  See	  among	  many	  other	  artciles	  in	  local	  newspaper:	  http://www.nydailynews.com/new-­‐york/nyc-­‐crime/murdered-­‐
brooklyn-­‐landlord-­‐good-­‐man-­‐relatives-­‐article-­‐1.1567157	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FRAGILE	  STRUCTURES	  
However,	   the	   most	   powerful	   argument	   about	   the	   clique	   and	   the	   housing	   game	   as	   a	  
general	   yet	   informal	   model	   of	   organization	   of	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	  
minority	   areas	   would	   be:	   (a)	   to	   highlight	   the	   set	   of	   social	   positions	   and	   roles	   that	  
constitute	   this	   smaller	   economic	  world,	   independently	   of	   the	   individuals	   who	   occupy	  
these	  positions;	  (b)	  to	  show	  the	  processes	  that	  dynamically	  produce	  and	  transform	  this	  
informal	  role	  structure.	   It	   is	  at	  the	  most	  fundamental	   level	  the	  argumentative	  strategy	  
of	  Venkatesh	  in	  Off	  the	  Books	  (2006).	  	  
It	   is	   not,	   however,	   what	   I	   do	   here.	   My	   work	   is	   not	   about	   social	   positions	   that	   are	  
interlocked	   at	   the	   mesolevel	   of	   the	   neighborhood	   (the	   mom,	   the	   entrepreneur,	   the	  
hustler,	   the	  preacher,	   the	   gang,	  with	   each	  position	  having	   its	   sub-­‐types	   and	  historical	  
dynamics).	   Indeed,	   I	   describe	   social	   positions	   that	   are	   not	   much	   detached	   from	   the	  
people	  who	  occupy	  them.	  I	  depict	  characters	  –	  especially	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  –	  rather	  than	  
social	  types	  (Atkinson	  1990:	  chapter	  7).	  	  
To	  that	  extent,	  my	  endeavor	  bears	  some	  resemblance	  with	  Duneier’s	  Sidewalk	   (1999).	  
Like	  Duneier,	  I	  show	  the	  larger	  conditions	  under	  which	  a	  peculiar	  and	  surprising	  informal	  
grouping	   emerges.	   Duneier	   points	   out	   the	   local	   ecological	   resources	   of	   Greenwich	  
Village,	   while	   I	   emphasize	   the	   housing	   market	   in	   Central	   Brooklyn.	   In	   addition,	   like	  
Duneier,	   I	   sketch	  an	   informal	   role-­‐structure.	   	  But,	   in	  both	  cases,	   it	  depends	  on	  people	  
voluntary	   fulfilling	   these	   roles,	   committing	   themselves	   to	   perform	   something	   that	  
without	   them	  may	  not	  exist.	  While	  Hakim	   is	  a	   “public	   figure”	   (see	   Jacobs	  1961),	   Larry	  
organizes	   his	   clique.	   Hakim	   and	   Larry	   are	   not	   far	   apart	   from	   each	   other.	   Finally,	   the	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informal	   role-­‐structure	   of	   the	   sidewalk	   breaks	   easily	   when	   resources	   shrink	   and	  
constraints	  mount.	  It	  is	  also	  the	  case	  of	  the	  clique	  in	  the	  Harlem	  Deal.	  In	  both	  Sidewalk	  
and	   the	   present	   work,	   the	   informal	   social	   structure	   appears	   quite	   fragile,	   relatively	  
unique	  and	  unnecessary	  for	  the	  functioning	  of	  a	  larger	  social	  order.	  	  
Is	  Hakim’s	  sidewalk	  of	  general	  interest?	  Is	  Larry’s	  clique	  of	  general	  interest?	  	  
They	   are	   of	   general	   interest	   not	   because	   they	   are	   frequent,	   but	   because	   of	   the	   very	  
fragility	   of	   the	   social	   structure	   they	   inhabit	   and	   sustain–	   a	   fragility	   that	   limits	   the	  
frequency	   of	   such	   structures	   in	   social	   life.	   Both	   works	   describe	   something	   general:	  
individuals	  collectively	  trying	  to	  put	  an	  innovative	  form	  on	  their	  life	  (hence	  the	  common	  
theme	   of	   the	   entrepreneurial	   spirit	   in	   both	   works),	   and	   only	   partly,	   or	   temporarily,	  
achieving	  their	  goals.	  Larry	  needs	  thus	  to	  be	  described	  as	  a	  character	  and	  not	  as	  a	  social	  
type.	  His	  position	   in	  the	  housing	  field	   is	  not	  constituted	  as	  a	   (informal)	  social	   role	  yet.	  
Larry	   has	   no	   clear	   title	   for	   his	   role	   and	   no	   concise	   definition	   that	   he	   can	   easily	  
communicate.	  In	  the	  intermission,	  I	  describe	  how	  a	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  investor	  comes	  to	  
realize	  what	  Larry’s	  economic	   role	   is,	  after	  much	  denegation	  and	  circumvolution	   from	  
Larry.	  Not	  simply	  a	  colorful	  character	  but	  not	  yet	  an	   informal	  role,	  Larry’s	  place	   in	  the	  
housing	  field	  is	  not	  fully	  formed.	  	  
This	   is	   where	   the	   pathos	   of	   both	   Sidewalk	   and	   the	   present	   work	   comes	   from,	   and	  
differs.	  	  
The	  pathos	  of	  Sidewalk	   is	   in	   the	   street	   vendors’	  decency	   that	   remains	   invisible	   to	   the	  
outside	  world.	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The	  pathos	  of	  my	  work	  is	  in	  illusory	  sense	  of	  control	  the	  clique	  fosters,	  and	  the	  lingering	  
experience	  of	  powerlessness	  and	  passivity.	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APPENDIX:	  METHODS	  
	  
	   	   	  
ACCESS:	  HOW	  IS	  THIS	  WORLD	  ORGANIZED	  SO	  THAT	  I	  HAVE	  A	  PLACE	  IN	  IT?	  	  
THE	  ORIGINAL	  WAGER	  
When	  I	  conceived	  my	  research,	  I	  was	  only	  partly	  aware	  that	  at	  the	  heart	  of	  my	  endeavor	  
there	  was	  a	  wager.	  The	  wager	  was	  that	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  study	  the	  housing	  market	  of	  low-­‐
income	   neighborhoods	   through	   the	   particular	   method	   of	   ethnographic	   (participant)	  
observation.	   The	   more	   traditional	   and	   restrictive	   definition	   one	   gives	   to	   the	  
ethnographic	  method,	  the	  more	  it	  seems	  unfit	  for	  the	  study	  of	  the	  housing	  market.	  My	  
wager	   seemed	   to	  be	   a	   losing	  bet	   from	   the	  beginning.	   I	  was	   choosing,	   unwittingly	   the	  
wrong	  method	  for	  my	  object.	  
The	  initial	  wager,	  against	  all	  odds,	  reveals	  to	  be	  a	  surprising	  winning	  strategy.	  
The	  ethnographic	  method	  means	  the	  recording	  of	  research	  subjects’	  social	   life	  of	  as	   it	  
unfolds	   in	   its	   natural	   setting.	   “Social	   life”	   can	  mean	   several	   things.	   I	   stick	  here	  with	   a	  
simple	   and	   traditional	  meaning	   of	   this	   expression:	   social	   life	   is	   the	   patterned	   face-­‐to-­‐
face	   interactions	   of	   a	   group	   of	   individuals	   who	   meet	   regularly.	   Doing	   participant	  
observation	   therefore	   means	   for	   the	   researcher	   to	   embed	   herself	   in	   a	   group	   of	  
individuals	   who	   meet	   regularly	   in	   order	   to	   unearth	   patterns	   of	   relationships.	   The	  
mention	  of	  “in	   its	  natural	  setting”	   is	  meant	  here	  to	  distinguish	  participant	  observation	  
from	  formal,	  one-­‐shot	  targeted	  interviews,	  which	  are	  hereby	  defined	  as	  artificial	  in	  their	  
occurrences.	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This	  method	  assumes	  the	  existence	  of	  a	  collective	  of	  individuals	  that	  exhibits	  a	  sufficient	  
degree	   of	   density	   in	   social	   relationships	   and	   durability.	   Families	   (Lewis	   1963),	   formal	  
organizations	  such	  as	  bureaucracies	   (Gouldner	  1954)	  or	   factories’	  shop	  floor	   (Burawoy	  
1979),	   involuntary	   formal	   organizations	   such	   as	   asylums	   (Goffman	   1961)	   or	   schools	  
(Khan	   2010),	   group	   of	   friends	   (Hannerz	   1969;	   Liebow	   1967),	   recurring	   patrons	   of	  
commercial	  spaces	  (Anderson	  1973;	  Duneier	  1994)	  are	  most	  obviously	  amenable	  to	  the	  
ethnographic	  method.	  The	  criterion	  of	  density	  and	  durability	  of	  social	  life	  is	  reflected	  in	  
the	  titles	  how	  ethnographic	  studies:	  The	  Shop	  around	  the	  Corner,	  Tally’s	  Corner,	  Slim’s	  
Table,	  Street	  Corner	  Society…	  	  
Other	   social	   configurations	   are	   apparently	   less	   suitable	   to	   the	   ethnographic	   method.	  
Homeless	  street	  vendors	  (Duneier	  1999),	  working-­‐class	  suburbanites	  (Gans	  1967),	  poor	  
black	  families	   in	  a	  small	  rural	  town	  (Stack	  1974)	  or	  merchants	  and	  businessmen	  in	  the	  
black	   ghetto	   of	   Chicago	   (Venkatesh	   2006)	   do	   not	   strike	   the	   outsider	   as	   having	  
necessarily	  the	  dense	  interconnected	  social	  life	  that	  one	  immediately	  associates	  with	  a	  
family,	   a	   group	   of	   friends,	   or	   colleagues	   at	   work.	   The	   very	   fact	   that	   ethnographic	  
(participant)	  observation	  is	  possible,	  that	  is	  to	  say,	  that	  such	  a	  dense	  and	  tangible	  social	  
life	   exists,	   is	   in	   these	   cases	   already	   a	   result	   to	   be	   explained.	   Doing	   participant	   in	   an	  
apparently	   unsuitable	   milieu,	   one	   demonstrates	   the	   existence	   of	   a	   hidden	   social	  
structure	  of	  social	  relationships.	  	  That	  is	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  title-­‐as-­‐oxymoron	  of	  Stack’s	  
ethnography:	  All	  our	  Kin.	  	  
My	   ethnographic	   research	   in,	   and	   of,	   the	   real	   estate	   market	   of	   low-­‐income	  
neighborhoods	   fits	   the	   second	   category.	   There	   is	   no	   reason	   to	   assume	   a	   priori	   that	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various	  actors	  occupying	  various	  formal	  roles	  in	  the	  housing	  market	  will	  have	  dense	  and	  
informal	   ties	   that	   would	   allow	   for	   participant	   observation.	   The	  a	   priori	   most	   suitable	  
research	   design	  would	   be	   to	   select	   a	   role	   in	   the	   housing	  market,	   such	   as	   “landlord”,	  
“tenant”,	  “real	  estate	  broker”,	  or	  “building	  manager”	  and	  to	   interview	   individuals	  that	  
would	  exhibit	  the	  greatest	  variations	  within	  the	  chosen	  social	  category	  (see	  Helper	  1969	  
for	  the	  real	  estate	  brokers).	  	  
That	   Larry’s	   clique	   exists,	   that	   I	  was	   able	   to	   do	   an	   ethnographic	   study	  of	   the	  housing	  
market	   in	   these	   neighborhoods,	   is	   problematic.	   It	   provided	  me	   with	   one	   of	   my	   core	  
puzzles:	  Larry’s	  clique	  should	  not	  exist,	  therefore	  why	  is	  it	  there?	  
THE	  FEW	  INSIGHTS	  FROM	  A	  YEAR	  OF	  FRUITLESS	  FIELDWORK	  
In	   fall	   2008,	   I	   started	   doing	   fieldwork,	   as	   part	   of	   a	   preliminary	   study	   of	   the	   housing	  
market	   in	  Central	  Brooklyn.	   In	   a	   few	  months	   I	  wrote	  a	  dissertation	  proposal	   that	  was	  
accepted	  in	  spring	  2009.	  It	  is	  only	  in	  November	  2009,	  however,	  that	  I	  meet	  Larry	  and	  in	  
Summer	  2010	  that	  I	  become	  acquainted	  with	  Andres.	  It	  took	  me	  a	  full	  year	  to	  find	  the	  
adequate	  footing	  for	  doing	  fieldwork	  on	  the	  housing	  market.	  Was	  it	  a	  fruitless	  a	  year?	  
My	   initial	  plan	  was	   to	  get	  a	  view	   from	  all	  actors	   involved	   in	   the	  housing	  market:	   local	  
population,	   local	   housing	   professionals	   and	   local	   community	   based	   organizations.	   To	  
facilitate	  my	  fieldwork,	  I	  moved	  in	  spring	  2009	  to	  Bed-­‐Stuy,	  one	  of	  the	  neighborhoods	  of	  
Central	  Brooklyn.	  
To	  get	  a	  pulse	  of	   the	   local	  population	   I	  developed	  four	  research	  strategies.	  First,	   for	  a	  
year	  I	  attended	  Community	  Board	  meetings,	  NYPD’s	  Community	  Councils	  meetings,	  and	  
other	  local	  events.	  I	  saw	  there	  the	  local	  population	  complaining	  mostly	  about	  crime	  and	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gentrification,	   about	   “being	  bamboozled	  by	  whites”,	   about	   schools	   and	  hospitals,	   and	  
about	   the	   location	   of	   homeless	   shelters	   and	   sanitation	   facilities.	   Above	   all,	   in	   this	  
context,	  I	  discovered	  that	  locals	  complained	  about	  landlords	  who	  use	  their	  buildings	  to	  
house	   “programs”	   for	   which	   they	   receive	   public	   subsidies.	   “Programs”	   means	   here	  
facilities	   for	  battered	  women	  or	  homeless	  men.	   	  The	   response	  of	   local	  officials	   to	   this	  
discontent	   was	   to	   say	   that	   many	   of	   these	   facilities	   were	   illegally	   collecting	   subsidies	  
while	   offering	   sub-­‐standard	   housing.	   Therefore,	   they	   would	   ask	   the	   city	   to	   start	  
investigating	  who	  is	  entitled	  to	  open	  such	  places,	  and	  under	  which	  controls,	  and	  to	  close	  
the	   illegal	   facilities.	   I	   had	   here	   an	   indication	   that	   alternative	   strategies	   exist	   to	  make	  
money	  out	  of	  the	  real	  estate	  market	  in	  low-­‐income	  minority	  neighborhoods.	  The	  second	  
strategy	  to	  get	  to	  know	  the	  local	  population	  was	  trying	  to	  become	  intimate	  with	  a	  few	  
local	  families.	  To	  do	  so	  I	  decided	  to	  go	  through	  young	  people.	  For	  a	  year,	  every	  two	  or	  
three	  days,	  I	  played	  basketball	  at	  the	  local	  park	  on	  my	  block.	  This	  is	  how	  I	  met	  Frederick.	  
Frederick	   spends	   many	   afternoons	   in	   the	   park	   talking	   with	   friends	   and	   drinking	   (see	  
prologue).	  I	  met	  other	  local	  fixtures	  as	  well.	  These	  are	  people	  who	  use	  the	  park	  regularly	  
either	  as	  a	  gym,	  or	  to	  entertain	  kids,	  to	  read	  the	  newspaper,	  to	  sell	  drugs	  and,	  of	  course,	  
to	  play	  ball.	  Apart	  from	  my	  relationship	  with	  Frederick	  this	  strategy	  yielded	  nothing.	  The	  
third	  strategy	  was	  to	  volunteer	  for	  a	  trimester	  for	  a	  local	  pastor	  and	  his	  wife.	  They	  own	  a	  
storefront	   church	   in	   the	  eastern	  part	  of	  Bed-­‐Stuy,	   the	  most	   impoverished	  area	  of	   the	  
whole	  neighborhood.	  They	  alerted	  me	  to	  the	  fact	   that	  most	  buyers	  of	  buildings	   in	  the	  
Central	  Brooklyn	  were	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  investors,	  a	  fact	  confirmed	  by	  my	  fieldwork	  with	  
Larry.	   The	   fourth	   strategy	  was	   to	   try	   participating	   to	   the	   recreational	   life	   of	   the	   local	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black	   middle-­‐class.	   I	   patronized	   local	   bars	   and	   restaurants	   (a	   meeting	   point	   for	   both	  
white	  and	  black	  gentrifiers	  and	  the	  members	  of	  the	  local	  black	  middle-­‐class).	  Doing	  so,	  I	  
discovered	   that	   real	   estate	   dealings	   were	   a	   major	   issue	   and	   avenue	   for	   wealth	  
accumulation	  for	  the	  local	  black	  middle-­‐class.	  
To	   understand	   the	   role	   of	   the	   Community	   Based	   Organizations	   (CBOs)	   in	   the	   local	  
housing	  market	   I	   followed	   three	   strategies	   for	   collecting	   data.	   I	   met	   and	   talked	  with	  
local	  organizers	  about	  their	  work	  (see	  prologue).	  I	  also	  attended	  educational	  workshops	  
that	  teach	  “financial	  skills”	  and	  “how	  to	  become	  a	  homeowner”	  to	  the	  local	  population.	  
I	   did	   two	   of	   these	   workshops.	   They	   lasted	   a	   trimester	   each,	   meeting	   once	   a	   week.	  	  
Finally,	   I	   went	   to	   public	   meetings	   organized	   by	   these	   organizations.	   Through	   this	  
“fieldwork”	   I	   discovered	   that	   CBOs	   fight	   a	   hydra,	   a	   monster	   with	   several	   heads:	   one	  
head	   is	   the	   gentrification	   process,	   another	   one	   is	   the	   local	   housing	   market	   with	   its	  
predators,	  and	  the	  last	  one	  the	  racial	  wealth	  gap	  produced	  by	  historical	  discrimination	  
on	   the	  mortgage	  market.	   If	   the	  CBOs	  are	  quite	   immediately	  available	   for	  observation,	  
and	  both	  the	  gentrification	  process	  and	  the	  racial	  wealth	  (e.g.	  Conley	  1999,	  Oliver	  and	  
Schapiro	  1995)	  have	  been	  thoroughly	  studied,	  the	  predatory	  nature	  of	  the	  local	  housing	  
market	  was	   a	  more	   latent	   topic	   of	   study.	  Many	   community	  meetings	   and	  workshops	  
were	  saying	  to	  locals,	  that	  if	  they	  have	  doubts	  about	  the	  people	  they	  transact	  with,	  they	  
should	   consult	   their	   trusted	   CBO.	   The	   CBOs	   were,	   parallel,	   organizing	   meetings	   with	  
housing	  professionals	  who,	  they	  certify,	  have	  fair	  economic	  practices.	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To	   approach	   local	   housing	   actors	   I	   attended	  meetings	   organized	   by	   local	   homeowner	  
associations,	   local	   real	   estate	   boards	   and	   business	   owner	   associations.	   It	   is	   in	   one	   of	  
these	  meetings	  that	  I	  met	  Larry	  (see	  below).	  
There	  was	   some	  overlap	   in	  population	   in	   the	  meetings	   I	   attended.	  Some	  people	  were	  
organizers	  of	  several	  kinds	  of	  meetings.	  Local	  CBOs	  created	  panels	  for	  public	  meetings	  
that	  featured	  active	  local	  homeowners	  or	  local	  real	  estate	  brokers.	  But	  the	  overlap	  was	  
far	  from	  a	  perfect	  juxtaposition,	  indicating	  that	  some	  housing	  professionals	  were	  putting	  
distance	  between	  themselves	  and	  the	  CBOs,	  while	  other	  were	  more	  willing	  to	  embrace	  
the	  mission	  statements	  of	  the	  local	  associations.	  
After	  a	  year	  of	  such	  fieldwork,	  I	  had	  gained	  few	  solid	  insights	  and	  I	  had	  not	  find	  anyone	  
to	   hang	   out	   with,	   or	   any	   group	   to	   embed	   myself	   in.	   But	   I	   had	   gotten	   an	   intuition	  
exposed	   in	   the	   prologue.	   There	   is	   a	   whole	   semi-­‐hidden	   ecology	   of	   economic	  
transactions	   that	   make	   up	   the	   local	   housing	   market	   in	   low-­‐income	   minority	  
neighborhoods.	  Most	  individuals	  and	  organizations	  perceive	  only	  partially	  this	  world.	  It	  
is	  an	  ecology	  that	  tenants	  have	  to	  face	  when	  they	  look	  for	  an	  apartment	  and	  when	  they	  
are	   in	   dispute	   with	   their	   landlord.	   It	   is	   an	   ecology	   where	   economic	   practices	   do	   not	  
perfectly	  line	  up	  with	  institutionally	  prescribed	  behaviors.	  It	  is	  an	  ecology	  that	  the	  local	  
CBOs	  try	  to	  fight	  and	  circumscribe	  by	  pre-­‐selecting	  for	  the	  local	  population	  local	  housing	  
professionals	  that	  have	  fair	  business	  practices.	   It	   is	  also	  an	  ecology	  that	  has	  been	  only	  
partially	   studied.	   It	   has	   been	   mostly	   portrayed	   through	   the	   limiting	   figure	   of	   the	  
subprime	  mortgage	  broker	  of	  the	  years	  2000-­‐2008	  (e.g.	  Bitner	  2008).	  Indeed,	  one	  major	  
obstacle	  for	  such	  getting	  study	  is	  the	  classic	  issue	  of	  getting	  access.	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GETTING	  ACCESS:	  MEETING	  LARRY	  
I	  met	  Larry	  at	  a	  meeting	  of	  a	  local	  real	  estate	  board	  in	  Central	  Brooklyn	  in	  late	  Fall	  2009.	  	  
I	   was	   invited	   to	   do	   a	   presentation	   about	   my	   research	   by	   James,	   a	   local	   real	   estate	  
broker.	  James	  wanted	  to	  shake	  things	  up	  and	  modernize	  local	  business	  practices.	  	  I	  met	  
him	   through	   a	   blog	   he	   was	   writing.	   With	   me,	   James	   invited	   to	   the	   meeting	   a	   local	  
cameraman	   and	   TV	   producer.	   James	  wanted	   to	   ask	   the	   board	   to	   fund	   a	   promotional	  
video	  about	   the	  area.	  At	   the	  same	  meeting,	   James	  did	  a	  presentation	  about	  how	  new	  
social	  media	  can	  help	  promoting	  apartments	  for	  rent.	  
During	   James’	  presentation,	   the	  attention	   in	   the	   room	  was	   fleeting,	   and	   the	  audience	  
was	   making	   ironic	   comments	   about	   Facebook	   and	   Twitter.	   The	   economic	   crisis	   was	  
hitting	   hard	   the	   housing	   market	   of	   low-­‐income	  minority	   neighborhoods	   in	   Fall	   2009.	  
Even	   rents	   in	   Manhattan	   were	   decreasing,	   for	   the	   first	   time	   in	   many	   years.	   The	  
economic	  situation	  was	  bleak,	  and	  the	  questions	  throughout	  the	  presentation	  revealed	  
a	  high	  dose	  of	  skepticism	  in	  the	  audience.	  	  
During	  the	  community	  announcements,	  Larry,	  whom	  I	  did	  not	  yet	  know,	  stood	  up.	  He	  
said	  he	  was	  an	  old	  fashion	  broker.	  “I’m	  computer	  illiterate”,	  he	  added	  with	  irony.	  People	  
laughed.	   He	   said	   he	   had	   six	   buildings	   to	   sell	   in	   Crown	   Heights.	   He	   described	   the	  
buildings,	  one	  by	  one:	  how	  many	  units,	  how	  many	  floors,	  how	  many	  commercial	  spaces.	  
He	  gave	  the	  exact	  address	  of	  each	  building,	  an	  unusual	  move.	  (There	  is	  always	  a	  risk	  that	  
a	  real	  estate	  broker	  would	  go	  behind	  the	  back	  of	  the	  official	  broker	  and	  contact	  directly	  
the	   owner.	   For	   Larry	   to	   go	   against	   this	   basic	   rule	   of	   prudence	  was	   to	   display	   a	   huge	  
confidence	   in	   his	   ability	   to	   lock	   the	   client,	   a	   confidence	   that	   contrast	   with	   the	   bleak	  
	   620	  
economic	  outlook	  in	   late	  2009).	  Larry	  gave	  also	  an	  approximation	  of	  the	  different	  rent	  
rolls.	  His	   tone	  was	  energetic,	  his	  delivery	   fast.	  Everyone	   in	   the	   room	  was	   taking	  notes	  
frantically.	  He	  concluded:	  	  
“Make	  me	  an	  offer,	  for	  all	  of	  [buildings]	  or	  for	  only	  one	  of	  them”.	  	  
Larry	  created	  a	  sense	  of	  urgency	  and	  opportunity	  that	  excited	  the	  room.	  
At	  the	  end	  of	  the	  meeting,	  James	  introduced	  me	  to	  the	  chair	  of	  the	  Real	  Estate	  Board.	  
She	  was	  visibly	  not	  interested	  in	  talking	  to	  me.	  James	  tried	  to	  insist.	  It	  would	  a	  good	  idea	  
for	   the	   Board	   to	   have	   someone	   like	  me	   looked	   at	   the	   archives,	   he	   pleaded.	   It	   could	  
make	   a	   good	   communication	   tool	   for	   the	   Board.	   She	   gave	   me	   her	   business	   card	  
unenthusiastically.	   Without	   surprise,	   when	   I	   tried	   to	   call	   later	   that	   week	   and	   I	   left	  
several	  messages,	  she	  never	  called	  me	  back.	  	  
Meanwhile,	   Larry	   was	   waiting	   to	   talk	   to	   me,	   while	   other	   persons	   in	   the	   room	   were	  
asking	  for	  his	  contact	  information.	  He	  finally	  spoke	  to	  me,	  in	  French,	  	  
“Tu	   es	   francais	   toi,	   j’ai	   reconnu	   ton	   accent”	   [“You’re	   French,	   I	   have	   noticed	   your	  
accent”].	  	  
After	  the	  ritual	  small	  talk	  and	  questions	  about	  what	  I	  was	  doing	  in	  the	  US	  and	  where	  I	  
was	   doing	  my	   degree,	   Larry	   proudly	   claimed	   that	   he	  worked	   for	   Columbia	   University	  
when	   they	   were	   buying	   “all	   those	   properties	   in	   Harlem”,	   referring	   to	   the	   contested	  
Manhattanville	  Project	   in	  West	  Harlem88.	   I	  was	  surprised	  that	  his	  pride	  was	  expressed	  
with	  a	  mischievous	  smile	  –	  as	   if	  he	  knew	  he	  was	   taking	  pride	   in	  something	   that	  many	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88	  http://www.nytimes.com/2006/05/21/magazine/21wwln.essay.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0	  ;	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others	   reviled,	   as	   if	   he	  was	   expecting	   that	   I	   contested	   Columbia’s	   expansion	   in	  West	  
Harlem,	  as	  if	  he	  was	  proud	  to	  be	  seen	  as	  a	  bad	  guy.	  
People	   asking	   for	   Larry’s	   contact	   information	   constantly	   interrupted	   us.	   He	   was	  
distributing	  his	  business	  card	  widely.	  But	  he	  kept	  talking	  to	  me.	  Larry	  invited	  me	  to	  come	  
see	   him	   at	   his	   office	   the	   following	   week,	   to	   talk	   about	   the	   “history	   of	   Brooklyn”.	   I	  
accepted.	  	  
The	   following	  week	   I	   spent	   a	   few	   hours	  with	   Larry	   in	   his	   office,	   a	  windowless	  messy	  
room	  that	  can	  barely	  contain	  three	  persons.	  Larry	  talked	  abstractly	  about	  the	  migration	  
patterns	   of	   central	   Brooklyn.	   I	   was	   not	   getting	  much	   information	   from	   this	   historical	  
background.	   However,	   Larry	   kept	   receiving	   phone	   calls	   that	   were	   exactly	   the	   kind	   of	  
facts	  I	  was	  looking	  for.	  On	  the	  phone	  he	  was	  talking	  about	  a	  building	  he	  needed	  to	  sell	  
for	  slightly	  above	  $2	  million	  in	  Bed-­‐Stuy,	  about	  a	  tenant	  who	  has	  not	  paid	  rent	  in	  a	  few	  
months…	  	  
When	   I	   was	   leaving	   Larry	   asked	   where	   I	   was	   going.	   I	   replied	   I	   needed	   to	   attend	   a	  
Community	  Board	  meeting	  in	  an	  hour.	  	  
“Meh.	  It’s	  all	  politics.	  All	  crooks,	  you	  know?”	  he	  said.	  
He	  asked	  me	   if	   I	  wanted	   to	   follow	  him,	   “shadow”	  him,	   in	  his	  work.	   I	   could	   learn	   “the	  
sociology	  of	  real	  estate”,	  he	  said.	  	  
I	  gladly	  accepted.	  	  
THERE	  IS	  A	  POSITION	  WAITING	  FOR	  ME	  
Larry	  initiated	  the	  ethnographic	  relationship,	  the	  “rapport”.	  He	  immediately	  constituted	  
himself	   as	   a	   key	   informant	   (Rabinow	   1977).	   The	   reason	   is	   that	   the	   clique	   and	   the	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housing	  market	   in	  general	   in	  these	  neighborhoods	  are	  deeply	   influenced	  by	  family-­‐like	  
or	  clan-­‐like	  relations,	  with	  patronage	  ties	  chiefly	   illustrating	  this	  mode	  of	  organization.	  
Many	  local	  housing	  actors	  learn	  the	  trade	  by	  becoming	  the	  apprentice	  of	  someone	  else	  
(especially	  someone	  of	  their	  family).	  Larry	  was	  making	  such	  a	  proposition	  to	  me:	  I	  would	  
learn	  how	  the	  housing	  works	  by	  becoming	  his	  apprentice.	  
I	   achieved,	   thus,	   some	   form	   of	   intermediary	   position	   between	   strict	   ethnographic	  
observation	   and	   participant	   observation	   (Emerson	   2001).	   Even	   if	   I	   never	   did	   anything	  
apart	   from	  observing	  what	  Larry	  and	  the	  clique	  were	  doing,	   I	  was	   in	   fact	  a	  participant	  
observant.	  The	  role	   I	  was	   fulfilling	  by	  observing	  Larry’s	  economic	   life	  pre-­‐existed	  me:	   I	  
was	   learning	   the	   trade	   with	   someone	   who	   was	   paternalistic	   with	   me,	   while	   I	   was	  
deferring	   and	   quiet.	   Most	   housing	   actors	   I	   met	   through	   Larry	   initially	   thought	   I	   was	  
Larry’s	   son.	  He	  often	  corrected	   them	  saying	   I	  was	  his	  adopted	   son.	  Often	  Larry	  would	  
introduce	  me	  as	  his	  trainee,	  learning	  the	  business	  with	  him.	  	  
The	  key	  questions,	   then,	  are:	  why	  did	   Larry	  make	   this	  offer	   to	  me?	  And	  what	  are	   the	  
limits	  of	  such	  position	  for	  knowing	  the	  housing	  market?	  
At	  the	  most	  simple	  level,	  Larry	  made	  this	  offer	  because	  he	  is	  estranged	  from	  his	  family,	  
because	   I	   brought	   him	   a	   form	   of	   companionship	   in	   his	   daily	   economic	   routines	   and	  
because	  I	  brought	  him	  prestige,	  through	  my	  affiliation	  at	  Columbia	  University,	  becoming	  
a	   doctor.	   (Larry	   has	   only	   a	   high-­‐school	   diploma,	   but	   he	   is	   fully	   aware	   of	   such	  
classification	  and	  category	  as	  an	  in	  ivy-­‐league	  school	  and	  being	  a	  PhD).	  Larry	  is	  divorced	  
and	  he	  does	  not	  see	  his	  children	  anymore.	  His	  siblings	  live	  either	  in	  New	  York	  City	  or	  in	  
Israel.	  If	  he	  has	  regular	  contacts	  with	  his	  siblings	  in	  Israel,	  he	  does	  not	  talk	  anymore	  to	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his	   sibling	  who	   lives	   in	  New	   York.	   In	   addition	   his	   original	   communal	   roots	   are	   in	   part	  
severed.	  Larry	   is	  Jewish,	  of	  Syrian	  descent	  (Zenner	  1991:	  136-­‐137).	  He	  is	  born	  in	  Egypt	  
and	   grew	   up	   in	   France	   until	   his	   parents	   sent	   him	   to	   Brooklyn	   to	   live	   with	   his	  
grandparents.	   He	   has	   kept	   some	   ties	   with	   the	   Syrian	   Jewish	   community	   of	   Ocean	  
Parkway,	  in	  Brooklyn.	  He	  has	  conflicting,	  but	  overall	  negative,	  opinions	  about	  the	  Syrian	  
Jews	  of	  Brooklyn.	  He	  sees	  the	  community	  has	  gangrened	  by	  extreme	  forms	  of	  distrust	  in	  
economic	   and	   personal	   affairs.	   It	   is	   illustrated	   by	   his	   ex-­‐wife.	   According	   to	   Larry,	   her	  
work	   at	   a	   bank	   was	   to	   launder	   money	   on	   behalf	   of	   some	   wealthy	   members	   of	   this	  
community.	  Through	  his	  grandfather,	  Larry	  has	  ties	  to	  a	  Jewish	  Orthodox	  community	  in	  
Brooklyn.	  However,	  Larry	  dismisses	  most	  Orthodox	  Jews	  as	  hypocritical.	  He	  thinks	  that	  
most	   of	   them	   have	   deep	   contempt	   for	   him	   because	   he	   openly	   refuses	   to	   follow	   the	  
discipline	   themselves	   they	  only	  pretend	   to	   follow.	  They	  also,	  according	   to	  him,	   resent	  
the	  fact	  he	  works	  for	  black	  landlords.	  Larry’s	  most	  profound	  emotional	  attachments	  are	  
then	  directed	   toward	   the	   inner	  circle	  of	  he	  clique:	  Miss	   Jean,	  Miss	  Williams,	   sir	  Kevin,	  
Leonard,	  Erin	  and	  Marie.	  	  
Larry	  welcomed	  me	  because	   there	   is	   both	   a	   formal	   role	   for	  me	  and	   some	  need	   for	   a	  
paternalistic	  attachment.	  
They	  are	  however	   limits	   to	   the	  access	   I	   got	   to	   Larry’s	   economic	   life	   and	   to	  his	   clique.	  
Larry	  repeatedly	  says	  that	  he	  does	  not	  tell	  me	  everything.	  Larry	  is	  aware	  that	  I	  am	  not	  
learning	   the	   trade	  with	   him	   to	   become	   a	   real	   estate	   professional.	   He	   knows	   that	   the	  
destination	  is	  to	  publish	  the	  information	  I	  am	  collecting.	  Therefore,	  he	  protects	  himself	  
on	  issues	  that	  he	  finds	  the	  most	  sensitive.	  There	  are	  people	  I	  have	  never	  met	  in	  person	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(Caleb,	   Mike…).	   There	   are	   stories	   that	   have	   never	   been	   fully	   clarified	   (the	   relation	  
between	  the	  P.E.B.	  group	  and	  Larry:	  “they	  use	  me	  when	  there	  is	  money	  on	  the	  table	  and	  
they	  cannot	   take	   it”	  he	  said	  once,	  unwilling	   to	  elaborate	  more).	  Larry	  was	  strategic	  at	  
the	  same	  time	  he	  was	  trustful	  with	  me	  –	  and	  he	  was	  open	  about	  it.	  
The	  relationship	  was	  most	  clearly	  instantiated	  during	  Saturday	  morning	  rides	  with	  Larry.	  
I	  would	   join	   Larry	  around	  8am	  at	   Jimmy’s	  Diner	  and	  we	  would	  drive	   in	  Brooklyn	  until	  
noon.	   We	   would	   meet	   Kenneth,	   Miss	   Jean,	   Sir	   Kevin,	   Will,	   Giovanna,	   new	   potential	  
clients,	   people	   on	   on-­‐going	   cases.	   In	   between	   we	   would	   have	   breakfast.	   In	   the	   car	   I	  
could	  ask	  many	  questions	  to	  Larry	  about	  events	  that	  happened	  during	  the	  week.	  Larry	  
would	  interpret	  for	  me	  the	  events.	  Larry	  was	  not	  only	  giving	  me	  access	  to	  his	  ordinary	  
economic	  life	  he	  was	  also	  constantly	  trying	  to	  explain	  it	  to	  me.	  
	  
COLLECTING	  DATA:	  HOW	  DID	  LARRY	  AND	  ANDRES	  BECOME	  KEY	  INFORMANTS?	  
PORTRAIT	  OF	  A	  BOGEYMAN	  
However,	  before	  I	  was	  able	  to	  fully	  accept	  the	  position	  he	  offered	  me,	  Larry	  made	  me	  
take	  a	  peculiar	  test.	  It	  was	  a	  moral	  test.	  I	  needed	  to	  display	  the	  attitude	  of	  an	  “amoral	  
familist”	  (Banfield	  1958:83)	  towards	  him89.	  I	  was	  to	  display	  loyalty	  to	  him,	  even	  against	  
the	  most	  glaring	  moral	  failures	  he	  may	  embody.	  
On	  our	  second	  meeting,	  Larry	  and	  I	  are	  talking	  in	  the	  subway.	  He	  tells	  me	  he	  is	  divorced,	  
from	  “that	  bitch”.	  He	  lost	  everything,	  but	  Sir	  Kevin,	  Miss	  Williams	  and	  Miss	  Jean	  rebuilt	  
him.	  They	  are	  “his	  people”	  now.	  Miss	  Jean	  is	  “like	  a	  mother”	  to	  him.	  He	  spent	  two	  years	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89	  “The	  hypothesis	  is	  that	  the	  Montegranesi	  act	  as	  of	  they	  were	  following	  this	  rule:	  Maximize	  the	  material	  short	  run	  
advantage	  of	  the	  nuclear	  family;	  assume	  that	  all	  others	  will	  do	  likewise.”	  (Banfiedl	  1958:83)	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living	  in	  Sir	  Kevin’s	  basement	  and	  they	  all	  pushed	  him	  to	  go	  out	  and	  start	  working	  again.	  
Switching	   to	   French	  he	   tells	  me	  he	  has	  been	  accused	  of	   the	  most	  heinous	   crime.	   The	  
woman	  sitting	  next	  to	  us,	  elegantly	  dressed	  in	  business	  attire,	  stands	  up.	  	  With	  a	  Haitian	  
accent,	  she	  tells	  me	  in	  French	  that	  Larry	  is	  a	  bad	  man,	  he	  is	  dangerous,	  and	  I	  should	  be	  
careful.	  I	  start	  telling	  her	  not	  to	  worry,	  the	  situation	  is	  more	  complicated	  than	  that…	  But	  
Larry	  is	  already	  insulting	  her	  with	  his	  loudest	  voice.	  The	  next	  few	  seconds	  until	  we	  arrive	  
to	  the	  next	  stop	  feels	  like	  eternity,	  Larry	  repeating	  she	  is	  a	  bitch.	  When	  the	  train	  stops,	  
she	  gets	  off	  and	  Larry	  laughs.	  
I	   said	  nothing.	   I	   stayed.	   I	  did	  not	  ask,	   and	   I	  never	  asked	   since	   then,	   if	   the	  accusations	  
were	   true.	   Larry	   never	   formally	   denied	   them.	   Sometimes	   he	   used	   the	   accusations	   to	  
shock	   people	   who	   barely	   know	   him.	   Since	   that	   episode,	   Larry	   never	   questioned	   my	  
loyalty	  and	  my	  trust.	  	  
On	   several	   occasions	   Larry	   talked	   about	   my	   research	   as	   “writing	   a	   book	   about	   his	  
insanity”.	   One	   evening,	   him	   and	   I	   visit	  Miss	   Jean	   at	   the	   hospital	  where	   she	   has	   been	  
admitted.	  I	  tell	  him	  that	  in	  the	  book	  people	  will	  see	  him	  screaming	  at	  tenants.	  He	  tells	  
that	  I	  should	  also	  tell	  how	  evil	  tenants	  can	  be.	  I	  replied	  not	  to	  worry	  I	  will	  elaborate	  on	  
the	  category	  of	  “professional	   tenant”.	   Larry	   is	   satisfied.	  He	  complains	  we	  are	   the	  only	  
ones	  to	  visit	  Miss	  Jean.	  I	  reply	  that,	  indeed,	  I	  will	  also	  talk	  about	  the	  solidarity	  with	  “his	  
people”.	  
Larry	  has	  entrusted	  me	  with	  making	  a	  portrait	  of	  him	  wearing	   the	  mask	  of	   the	  villain.	  
Larry	  is	  genuinely	  attached	  to	  the	  idea	  of	  being	  a	  “bogeyman”.	  But	  the	  pact	  between	  us	  
is	  to	  show	  this	  portrait	  in	  the	  context	  of	  the	  local	  housing	  market,	  a	  context	  in	  which	  his	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insanity	  makes	   sense,	   and	  with	   the	   distance	  with	  which	   he	  wears	   the	   ugly	  mask	   –	   a	  
distance	  where	  a	  quick	  yet	  raucous	  laugh	  is	  lodged	  and	  where	  feelings	  of	  inefficacy	  and	  
fatalism	  are	  conspicuous.	  Larry	  believes	  only	  in	  part	  in	  his	  performance	  of	  the	  bogeyman	  
–	  but	  he	  sticks	  to	  the	  role.	  
ANDRES:	  WHERE	  TRANSACTION	  AND	  FRIENDSHIP	  MEET	  UNEASILY	  
Larry	  introduces	  me	  to	  Andres	  in	  Summer	  2010.	  Andres	  became	  quickly	  my	  second	  key	  
informant.	  Our	   relationship	   stacks	   two	   dynamics	   that	   need	   to	   be	   analyzed	   separately	  
from	  each	  other.	  	  
First,	  the	  basic	  pact	  between	  Andres	  and	  I	  is	  that	  I	  would	  document	  the	  Harlem	  Deal,	  in	  
which	   him,	   Larry	   and	   Nicholas	   were	   involved.	   Indeed,	   Andres	   thinks	   his	   life	   of	  
adventures	   and	   hustling	   is	   intrinsically	   interesting	   and	   entertaining.	   My	   scholarly	  
interests	   in	   the	  Harlem	  Deal	  were	   a	   confirmation	   for	  Andres’	   view	  of	   himself.	   Andres	  
gave	  me	   access	   to	   the	   case.	   He	   agreed	   that	   I	   attended	   court-­‐cases	   (he	  was	   unhappy	  
when	   I	   could	   not	   come),	   private	   meetings	   (always	   introducing	   as	   someone	   writing	   a	  
thesis	   on	   the	   case).	   He	  was	   sharing	   his	   confidence	   and	   then	   his	   doubts	   about	   Larry’s	  
strategy.	  He	  was	  asking	  for	  my	  opinions,	  and	  he	  contradicted	  them.	  
However,	  when	  the	  relationship	  between	  Larry	  and	  Andres	  became	  bitter,	  Andres	  came	  
to	  see	  me	  as	  being	  on	  the	  side	  of	  Larry.	  Andres	  became	  distrustful	  and	  often	  angry	  with	  
me,	   because	  he	  had	   the	   same	   feelings	   towards	   Larry.	   Strangely,	   it	   did	   not	   impair	   our	  
informant-­‐researcher	  relationship.	  Andres	  wanted	  to	  tell	  me	  the	  truth	  about	  Larry.	  Larry	  
cannot	  be	  trusted,	  he	  is	  a	  scammer!	  Even	  if	  Andres	  saw	  me	  as	  someone	  on	  the	  side	  of	  
Larry,	   he	   was	   still	   involved	   in	   the	   project	   of	   me	   documenting	   the	   Harlem	   Deal.	   He	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therefore	  kept	  telling	  his	  side	  of	  the	  story,	  even	  if	  the	  ear	  that	  listened	  to	  him	  was	  not	  
trusted	   anymore.	   He	   had	   too	   much	   at	   stake	   in	   the	   relationship	   to	   give	   it	   up	   (see	  
Malcolm	   1990	   for	   a	   similar	   description	   of	   the	   relation	   between	   interviewee	   and	  
journalist).	  	  
The	   second	   layer	   of	   my	   relationship	   with	   Andres	   was	   an	   uneasy	   oscillation	   between	  
friendship	   and	   an	   instrumental	   relationship	   clothed	   in	   friendship.	   Larry	  would	   call	  me	  
everyday	  asking	  how	   I	  would	  be	  doing,	  asking	  me	  about	  my	  private	   life,	   about	  what	   I	  
would	   think	   about	   a	   variety	   of	   events.	   It	   would	   often	   sound	   forced,	   and	   the	  
conversation	   would	   end	   awkwardly	   with	   Andres	   asking	   me	   “what’s	   new?”	   and	   me	  
saying	   “not	   much”.	   In	   this	   affected	   friendship,	   there	   were	  more	   than	   a	   few	   genuine	  
moments	  of	   laughter,	  mutual	  emotional	   support,	   and	  mutual	   intellectual	   interest.	  But	  
the	   drive	   for	   personal	   material	   interests	   would	   also	   often	   become	   visible	   under	   the	  
envelope	  of	  friendship.	  The	  disguise	  never	  disappeared,	  but	  sometimes	  it	  wore	  thin.	  
A	  key	  illustration	  of	  this	  is	  how	  I	  loaned	  $2,000	  to	  Andres.	  Andres,	  Nicholas,	  Mr.	  Carl,	  a	  
carpenter	   and	   I	   were	   working	   on	   a	   roof	   on	   a	   building	   that	   belongs	   to	   Giovanna,	   a	  
landlord	  of	  Larry’s	  clique.	  We	  were	  missing	  material	  and	  Andres	  did	  not	  have	  cash.	   In	  
addition,	   Andres	   is	   unbanked,	   and	   therefore	   cannot	   use	   any	   debit	   or	   credit	   card.	  We	  
went	   to	  Homedepot,	   and	   I	  paid	   for	   the	  materials	  with	   the	  promise	   that	  when	  Andres	  
gets	  paid	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  week	  for	  the	  work,	  I	  would	  get	  my	  money	  back.	  To	  convince	  
me	   to	   loan	   him	   the	   money,	   Andres	   played	   on	   friendship	   and	   mutual	   trust;	   on	   the	  
possible	  alternatives	  of	  going	  to	  loan	  sharks	  he	  knew,	  “10-­‐10”;	  on	  his	  sudden	  willingness	  
to	   give	  me	  much	   information	   (I	   asked	   him	  what	   is	   the	   interest	   rate	   of	   a	   loan	   shark.	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Andres	   called	   someone	   and	   came	   up	   after	   a	   few	   minutes	   with	   numbers:	   40%	   for	   a	  
month);	  on	  a	  new	  insider	  status	  he	  would	  grant	  me	  (we	  had	  small	  council-­‐like	  talks	  him	  
and	  I	  apart	  from	  other	  workers:	  he	  was	  the	  manager	  and	  I	  was	  the	  financier);	  on	  the	  fact	  
that	  I	  would	  make	  more	  money	  than	  I	  have	  put	  (“$400	  for	  a	  week	  not	  bad	  uh?”	  I	  said	  it	  
was	  not	  necessary	  I’m	  just	  helping	  her,	  I	  replied).	  	  The	  next	  day	  I	  received	  a	  phone	  call	  
from	  Nicholas	  asking	  if	  I	  was	  the	  new	  boss.	  I	  said	  no.	  At	  the	  end	  of	  the	  week,	  between	  
the	  remaining	  expenses	  and	  paying	  everyone	  for	  their	  work,	  there	  was	  no	  money	   left.	  
Andres	  could	  not	  pay	  me	  back.	  In	  the	  following	  year,	  Andres	  did	  not	  make	  any	  effort	  to	  
pay	  me	  back,	  even	  when	  he	  boasted	  he	  was	  making	  money.	  After	  a	  few	  months,	  I	  told	  
him	  that	  I	  erased	  the	  debt.	  Of	  course,	  I	  added,	  it	   is	  useless	  to	  come	  to	  me	  asking	  for	  a	  
loan	  afterwards	  (which	  Andres	  did	  and	  I	  refused).	  	  
The	   dynamics	   of	   this	   second	   half	   of	   my	   relationship	   with	   Andres	   is	   understandable,	  
when	   one	   takes	   into	   account	   two	   elements.	   On	   one	   hand,	   there	   is	   Andres’	   informal	  
network	   of	   support,	   where	   money,	   goods	   and	   services	   circulate	   in	   gift-­‐like	   and	  
reciprocal	   fashion.	   In	   this	   world,	   the	   more	   two	   people	   are	   unequal	   the	   more	   their	  
relationship	   looks	   like	   patronage	   tie;	   the	   more	   people	   are	   equal,	   the	   more	   their	  
relationship	   looks	   like	   lateral	  swapping	  across	  time	  periods	   (Stack	  1974).	  On	  the	  other	  
hand,	  in	  this	  organization	  I	  fitted	  nowhere.	  I	  had	  more	  resources	  than	  Andres,	  Nicholas,	  
but	  I	  had	  not	  enough	  relevant	  resources	  to	  become	  a	  patron	  and	  I	  had	  not	  the	  habits	  of	  
such	   relationship.	   Retrospectively	   the	   recurring	   demands	   of	   Andres	   and	   Nicholas	   to	  
sleep	  in	  my	  apartment,	  something	  that	  does	  not	  cost	  me	  anything	  and	  would	  testify	  of	  
my	  goodwill	  toward	  them,	  were	  an	  attempt	  at	  making	  me	  a	  patron,	  at	  imposing	  the	  role	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on	  me.	  Andres’	  will	  to	  integrate	  me	  within	  his	  support	  network	  was	  always	  contradicted	  
by	   the	   difficulty	   to	   find	   a	   pre-­‐existing	   role	   for	  me	   and	   by	   the	   constant	   temptation	   of	  
getting	  resources	  from	  me.	  This	  tension	  explains	  the	  oscillation	  of	  my	  relationship	  with	  
Andres	  between	  friendship	  and	  an	  instrumental	  relation	  disguised	  in	  friendship.	  
Apart	   from	   documenting	   the	   Harlem	   Deal,	   there	   was	   no	   available	   place	   for	   me	   in	  
Andres’	  world.	  That	  is	  why	  my	  inclusion	  in	  his	  life	  is	  full	  of	  glaring	  contrasts.	  I	  could	  have	  
explored	   in	   depth	   his	   relationship	   to	   Orthodox	   Judaism,	   to	   integrate	   his	   religious	  
community.	   At	   the	   same	   time,	   I	   never	   had	   significant	   access	   to	   his	   relations	   in	  
Washington	  Heights,	  where	  Spanish	  was	  used	  as	  a	  barrier,	  but	  a	  barrier	  that	  could	  have	  
been	  overcome.	  
COLLECTING	  DATA	  
For	  the	  first	  six	  months	  of	  my	  fieldwork	  with	  Larry,	   from	  late	   fall	  2009	  to	  June	  2010,	   I	  
jolted	  field	  notes	  during	  my	  day	  and	  when	  I	  would	  get	  back	  home	  I	  would	  write	  full	  field	  
notes	  on	  my	  computer.	  This	  simple	  technique	  had	  limits.	  First	  it	  was	  too	  slow.	  It	  created	  
unnecessary	  delays.	  Second,	  I	  could	  not	  reproduce	  well	  the	  speech	  style	  of	  my	  research	  
subjects,	  because	  English	  is	  not	  my	  native	  language.	  
I	  developed	  a	  second	  model.	  First,	  I	  decided	  to	  record	  my	  days	  of	  fieldwork.	  I	  asked	  the	  
permission	  to	  Larry,	  Andres,	  Nicholas	  and	  the	  clique,	  which	  they	  gave	  me.	  Second,	  I	  kept	  
taking	  field	  notes	  during	  the	  day.	  Third,	  when	  at	  home	  I	  would	  either	  type	  field	  notes	  on	  
my	   computer	   or	   more	   often	   would	   handwrite	   them	   on	   notebooks.	   I	   accumulated,	  
twenty-­‐two	  months	  of	  digital	  records,	  eight	  notebooks	  (it	  does	  not	  take	  into	  account	  the	  
jolted	  field	  notes	  during	  the	  day),	  one-­‐hundred-­‐eighty	  pages,	  single	  space,	   font	  eleven	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of	  field	  notes	  on	  my	  computer,	  and	  four	  to	  five	  hundred	  pages	  single	  space,	  font	  eleven,	  
of	  transcribed	  recordings,	  selected	  from	  my	  total	  library.	  
Therefore,	   in	  the	  text	  quotation	  marks	  are	  used	   in	  two	  cases:	  when	  words	  come	  from	  
the	   transcription	  of	   recordings	  and	   from	   field	  notes	  where	   I	  used	  quotation	  marks.	   In	  
other	  circumstances,	  do	  not	  use	  quotation	  marks.	  I	  use	  either	  indirect	  speech	  style	  or	  I	  
summarize	  what	  the	  person	  meant.	  
	  
WRITING	  DESCRIPTIONS	  AND	  STORIES:	  TOO	  MUCH	  DETAIL?	  
Writing	  this	  research	  I	  used	  a	  descriptive	  and	  narrative	  style	  that	  stands	  in	  contrast	  with	  
two	  modes	  of	  ethnographic	  writing.	  On	  one	  hand,	  it	  takes	  its	  distance	  with	  the	  heavily	  
process	   oriented	   and	   de-­‐individualized	   ethnography	   of	   authors	   widely	   different	   as	  
Burawoy	  in	  Manufacturing	  Consent	   (1977)	  and	  Bearman	  in	  Doormen	   (2005).	   I	  describe	  
either	   bounded	   scenes	   in	   which	   several	   individuals	   talk	   to	   each	   other,	   or	   a	   series	   of	  
linked	  scenes	  that	  make	  up	  a	  narrative	  that	  spans	  several	  days,	  and	  sometimes	  several	  
months.	   Across	   scenes	   and	   narratives,	   there	   are	   recurring	   characters.	   In	   these	  
descriptions	  and	  stories,	  I	  give	  many	  more	  circumstantial	  details	  than	  in	  Manufacturing	  
Consent	  or	  Doormen.	  
On	   the	   other	   hand,	   the	   present	   ethnography	   is	   also	   written	   against	   a	   form	   of	  
pictographic	   clarity	   illustrated	   in	   Duneier’s	   Sidewalk	   (1999).	   In	   the	   present	   research,	  
people	  talk	  and	  act	  but	  the	  meaning	  of	  their	  words	  and	  the	  goals	  of	  their	  actions	  is	  not	  
immediately	   clear.	   As	   a	   narrator	   I	   intervene	   directly	   in	   the	   narration	   to	   explain	  what	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people	  mean	   and	   I	   impute	  motives.	   Sometimes	   I	   do	   not	   need	   to	   do	   it	   as	   an	   external	  
narrator,	  because	  I	  do	  it	  within	  the	  situation	  described.	  	  
It	   gives	   an	   overall	   writing	   style	   that	   is	   denser	   in	   details	   and	   less	   immersive	   for	   the	  
reader.	  
There	   is	   a	   methodological	   imperative	   behind	   this	   writing	   technique.	   I	   offer	   the	  
opportunity	   to	   the	   reader	   to	   reinterpret	  behind	  my	  back	   the	  situations	   I	  describe	  and	  
the	  stories	  I	  tell.	  For	  each	  scene	  and	  stories	  I	  give	  to	  some	  extent	  too	  much	  detail.	  
But	   more	   significantly,	   the	   goal	   of	   this	   writing	   style	   is	   to	   recreate	   the	   experience	   of	  
participating	  to	  a	  world	  marked	  by	  a	  form	  of	  uncertainty	  about	  the	  nature	  of	  actors	  and	  
acting	  entities,	  of	  the	  situations	  and	  of	  the	  environment.	  There	  is	  a	  constant	  questioning	  
about	   what	   is	   going	   on,	   who	   is	   acting,	   what	   are	   the	   interests	   pursued.	   Too	   neat	  
descriptions	   of	   social	  mechanisms	   at	   play	   (as	   in	  Doormen	   or	  Manufacturing	   Consent)	  
and	   too	  pictorial	  descriptions	  of	   situations	  and	   talks	   (as	   in	  Sidewalk)	  erase	  how	  blurry	  
this	   economic	   world	   is	   for	   its	   participants.	   This	   blurriness	   is	   not	   the	   fact	   of	   the	  
researcher,	  who	  as	  an	  outsider	  comes	  to	  a	  world	  she	  does	  not	  know,	  but	  a	   feature	  of	  
the	  world	  under	  study.	  	  
To	   put	   it	   too	   strongly,	   the	   journey	   of	   the	   fieldworker	   is	   not	   one	   from	   uncertainty	   to	  
clarity,	  but	   from	  an	   initial	  view	  where	   there	   is	  an	   informal	  housing	  market	   that	  works	  
like	   a	   well-­‐lubricated	   underworld,	   to	   view	   where	   a	   slightly	   informal	   housing	   market,	  
whose	   inner-­‐workings’	  efficacy	   is	  never	  assessed,	  constantly	  tries	  to	  project	  the	   image	  
of	  a	  well-­‐ordered	  underworld	  to	  itself	  and	  to	  outsiders.	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The	   writing	   technique	   used	   here	   insists	   on	   this	   uncertainty	   without	   giving	   up	   on	  
mechanisms	  or	  graphically	  neat	  descriptions.	   It	   is	   the	  only	  way,	   I	  believe,	   to	  approach	  
what	   it	   is	   to	   participate	   to	   this	  market,	   to	   be	   confronted	   with	   it,	   as	   sometimes	   low-­‐
income	  minority	  tenant	  have	  to	  do.	  	  
The	   writing	   recreates	   the	   view	   of	   the	   older	   black	   woman	   I	   met	   in	   the	   street	   with	  
Frederick	  the	  day	  I	  bought	  a	  bike	  to	  play,	  while	  the	  analysis	  gives	  all	  the	  social	  machinery	  
behind	  this	  experience.	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
